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There are those who delight in the vastness of this eternal fantasy while others can only see the walls of their cage, dreaming of what’s beyond.

​— ​[REDACTED] PIP
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Recap: Story
THE STORY THUS FAR


Dhane, our fledgling protagonist, thrust into a heaven dedicated to gamers of all sorts, has just escaped Ceratree City and the Reditai, priests of Light.

They hunt him because of the corruption in his soul, for he is of both Light and Shadow, an anomaly that threatens the very foundation—the very philosophy—that gives the Changed Reditai their power.

Before escaping the city with Devron and a handful of Cobalins, he destroyed the city’s one-and-only cemetery of Shadow. In death, the Cobalins can now escape and finally be free.

Sadly, their home, deep beneath Ceratree in hidden caves—once protected by the Volantes Serparie, Mahai—has been destroyed. To give them a new home, Dhane used a legendary ¤ Village Seed and has taken on the solemn responsibility as the leader of Dedu Tedu Novus.

Moments after the village’s creation, however, seven declarations of war were made, sending beams of red light skyward over the various towns and cities, and locking all local waypoint stones.

Gameus, god of the realm, desperate for entertainment in what he considers a boring world now full of nerds, appeared before Dhane.

The god looked the other way while Pip, the god’s red imp assistant, handed over a rare leather-bound notebook containing sophisticated notes on magical symbol theory.

With that, Dhane and his new village were left to fend for themselves, now in possession of knowledge that might just save them in the war to come.


Recap: Characters
BUNCH OF ODDBALLS


This is a small character index to provide names, classes, physical descriptions, and tiny reminders. The characters in this section may or may not be in this book.

Notes app [Folder: People]

¤ Aaliyah [Amazon]

I’m just going to do this in alphabetical order. Aaliyah, you’re first!

I met her in Ceratree City’s arena on my first day of training. She’s an odd duck for sure. On the one hand, she’s a battle-hungry amazon that freaks out about weird things: raging rabbits. On the other hand, she isn’t ashamed to cry angry warrior tears.

She’s a tall woman with a sculpted body like a marathon runner. Her skin is a deep brown with cool undertones. And she has black hair, tightly braided into two tails that hang just below her shoulders.

¤ Aditi [Unknown Class]

I was in the market when I heard about the PK Guild. It’s not remotely close to anything I thought it was. Aditi was the representative at their booth, handing out fliers.

She’s Indian with golden-brown eyes and a happy face. The girl is short, slim, and always smiling.

I wouldn’t have escaped the arena If it wasn’t for her. I just hope she doesn’t get into trouble for that.

¤ Altera, Sister of Death [Snake]

Out of the two Sisters of Death, Altera—a beautiful black snake—is the fun one. She’s not afraid to show her emotions and be silly. Now, she’s one of my divinities that made me an assassin.

¤ Bexley [Mage]

Oi. This is the girl I was staring at when I became a transcendent, waking up in this heaven for the first time. Yes, she was naked. No, I wasn’t ogling her!

She has brunette hair with highlights and curls that frame a heart-shaped face, a cute button nose, olive-colored skin, and dark brown eyes.

¤ Desley [Unknown Class · Cobalin]

The first Cobalin that talked to me using their odd language was Desley. She was one of Dedu Tedu’s Fodder, tasked with dying to appease adventurers and keep them from discovering the underground town.

Like most Cobalins, she’s only about three feet tall. She has short spiky black hair like a green Barbie doll with her hair chopped off. Her eyes are large, expressive, and shimmer in tones of gray.

¤ Devron [Mage]

This is the guy you want in your corner. He fights for what he feels is right, stands up for the little guy, and fixes his mistakes.

He’s a follower of the Owl despite his innate Strength and Vitality. As a mage, he only has 25 mana. “But magic is cool,” he says. Not the brightest crayon in the box.

The guy is built like a Viking. He has short-cropped black hair, brown skin with a rosy undertone, and looks damn fine in a three-piece suit. I’d be more jealous if I liked wearing suits.

¤ Dhane [Arachnomancer, Assassin]

Who is this mythical, handsome guy? Me! Of course, I know who Smee is. Smee is me. Or whatever. I’m using this space to catalog some interesting changes I’ve noticed about myself.

Upon leveling to 10—though I don’t know if that was the cause—there have been some physical changes.

My eyes are no longer brown but aquamarine with pupils that have broken and started elongating vertically like serpent eyes. My vision, however, hasn’t changed.

I’m more fit than I’ve ever been. I actually have abs now. Whodathunk, all I had to do was die. My canines are longer and sharper. And my skin gives off a slight pearlescent shimmer in the sun.

I don’t know how I feel about that last point, but the girls seem to like it, or like something new and improved.

¤ Gameus, God of Games

I don’t know a lot about Gameus. He’s a god of this heaven. He makes the rules. And, apparently, he’s trying to get reassigned to a more interesting heaven, one that’s not full of nerds.

This powerful being of Olindale has taken the form of a short old man. He has wiry white hair jutting in all directions except a pale bald dome at the top.

Despite being a god, he walks with a cane.

¤ Gorlan, Master of Arena [Light Warrior]

This is Olindale’s version of Gaston from Beauty and the Beast. Seriously. He must get up and eat four dozen eggs every morning.

He wears leather armor that leaves his muscled arms bare to show off his tattoos. They aren’t the most creative of tattoos, just solid lines of black and red ink across light brown skin.

His face is square and serious, lips always pursed unless he sees a Cobalin, then the guy grins like a kid ready to burn the legs off of an ant.

¤ Unknown Name, Mr. Macho [Berserker]

Ah! Mr. Macho, the miracle guy. The red-head in heaven. Of course, there have been plenty of other red-heads. Apparently, they do have souls, after all.

¤ Kevin [Light Warrior]

I will fully admit that, yes, I accidentally equipped a bra on my first day. There really should be a confirmation button when buying clothes. Bad user experience!

But Kevin, taking on the stereotypical traits of a football jock, did his best to make me feel like shit. He also tripped me when I tried to choose my divinity. Life would have been very different if that hadn’t happened.

Even so, the guy is confusingly not that bad. He has a rough exterior, sure, and a love for the spotlight. But when pranked, he didn’t get mad. He actually seemed to love it.

Anyway, he’s a tall, broad-chested, blond-haired young man in his late twenties, I’d guess. He’s always flashing thumb-up signs at people and grinning, whether or not it’s at his own expense.

¤ Unknown Name, Mother of Shadows [Spider]

The one who had set my path ablaze was none other than the Mother of Shadows, a spider. I hate spiders, but of all the spiders I’ve met, she’s not that bad, partly because she can talk.

She has a shimmering ruby-red body with eight silver legs. For some reason, she thinks I can balance the war between Light and Shadow. I don’t share her confidence.

¤ Knock [Class Unknown · Cobalin]

The very first Cobalin I saw was Knock. He was hiding behind a tree out in Ceratree’s green hills. He plays tabletop role-playing games, works as a Fodder, and is married to Desley.

If it wasn’t for Knock, I would have died in the labyrinth after destroying the cemetery of Shadow. But he saved the day by conjuring up a naked woman to distract Challenger Terry, then delivered the final blow.

Knock always wears a leather helmet or hat. It probably doesn’t offer much defense. He looks like any other Cobalin, but his large ears are lined with brass rings.

¤ Kuby [Class Unknown · Cobalin]

I met Kuby below the arena and discovered just how many slaves in Ceratree City there really were: hundreds.

It doesn’t make sense to me how heaven would have slavery, especially since these monsters are self-aware. Maybe if they were neutral mobs, it would be okay, but this is just wrong.

Kuby is the one who calls me Hope Bringer.

¤ Reditus Leon [Monk]

The leader of the unchanged Reditai is a prisoner held deep within the Royals’ Palace. He’s a wiry old man with a long white beard that, when he hunches over—performing his crazy man act—drags on the floor.

Reditus Leon believes I’m the answer to his fight against the Changed Reditai and their war against those of Shadow. I don’t know if that’s true, but I can always use more allies.

¤ Mahai [Unknown Class · Volantes Serparie]

The Volantes Serparie are wingless dragons covered in white scales and blue feathers and have golden eyes. I’ve only seen one, Mahai, and he was massive. He probably could have swallowed me whole, kicking and screaming If he had wanted to.

When in human—human’ish—form, he’s entirely naked with impossibly white skin. His eyes are larger than normal, blue feathers run down his sides, and . . . he’s got nothing between his legs.

Mahai was the great leader of Dedu Tedu before it fell. He’s a servant to the Shadow divinities and the savior to the Cobalins.

Now, he’s missing.

¤ Nick [Unknown Class]

Every so often, you just meet the right person at the right time. Nick, the meat merchant, was in great need of a good review, and I was in great need of money and clothing.

A mutually beneficial arrangement was made.

Nick has thick brown hair combed neatly, pale white skin, and well-trimmed facial hair. He wears a gold stud earring in each ear and a stylish suit that looks ready to hit the dance floor.

¤ Niveus, Sister of Death [Snake]

Out of the two Sisters of Death, Niveus—a beautiful white snake—is the proper one. She’s a perfectionist, a leader, a doer, and very unlike her sister, who likes to be more spontaneous and have fun.

¤ Octoralis [Soul Spider]

She is very very very smart and very very very pretty. She is also my Soul Spider. . . . Anything I write here, she’ll know.

¤ Penny [Aquanda]

On my first day in heaven, I met Penny. She was working as a barkeep at the Cali Bali inn. She sold me a literal rock that she called a bread roll. But despite her questionable baking skills, I was head over heels smitten.

All I will say is sex in heaven is amazing and crazy. You share your essence—your soul—and get glimpses of each other’s lives: emotions, insecurities, memories. This is why it felt like months despite only being together for a few days.

Penny is a follower of the Dolphin. She has blonde hair and gorgeous blue eyes like sunlight glistening off ocean waves.

But ever since my secret was revealed, she stopped replying to my messages. I don’t know what to think or how to process this ache in my chest. And . . . writing about it isn’t helping.

¤ Pip [Unknown Class · Imp]

The red imp is the assistant to the one and only Gameus, god of the realm. It appears, however, that Pip was not always Pip, nor was he always an imp. The guy wrote several books, including the one I have on symbols.

If anything, the little imp serves as a warning to not piss off the god that controls everything in this heaven.

Random tidbit: Pip has an odd and perhaps unhealthy fascination with Sumilians.

¤ Unknown Name, Celestial Royal [Aquanda]

The King of Light. The first time I saw him was in the arena before he descended to the sands and tried to kill me in a great duel between kings.

He’s got the regal act down to a science. Every move, every word reaffirms his power. He also broke through the Mother of Shadows’s protection on my mind.

The young man has piercing blue eyes and dangling sapphire earrings. His hair, thick and white, extends to his chin, almost like an anime character brought to life with how it clumps together and falls into its perfect place.

¤ Challenger Sarah [Vampire]

She’s gorgeous. She’s the type of girl you see and forget everything you were doing until you walk into a light pole. But she’s also incredibly rude and overbearing.

The challenger has a slim frame, vibrant red hair that curls loosely, and red vampiric eyes. Her skin is alabaster white, a statue of stark contrasts.

There’s something off about her, though. It’s like she’s pretending, wearing a mask the same way I wear the bone mask. What is she hiding?

¤ Veritus Scyla, High Priest [Unknown Class]

Bitch. Crazy, evil bitch. And I can say that because these are my notes. She’s the High Priest of the Veritai sect that hunts those of Shadow. The only problem is that she doesn’t just want to win a battle. She wants to eradicate the competition, collateral damage be welcomed.

She’s a stern woman with porcelain white skin and hair to match. Her eyes are more silver than gold and always tinted with the fringes of cold, murderous insanity.

(I’m a writer. I can exaggerate! And besides, it’s not that much of an exaggeration.)

¤ Challenger Terry [Light Warrior]

People who delight in hurting others should be exiled to some island away from society. Somehow, these people always find their way into positions of power.

I met the challenger beneath the arena after my first day of training. He’s a man that demands respect but doesn’t seem to give it to others. Or maybe I’m special because I’m his enemy.

He’s a strong man with sandy blond hair and a matching beard, clad in nice leather and chain armor.

¤ Tom [Tank]

This is my new friend! He deserves cookies.

He’s a chubby young Asian man who has a healthy appreciation for all things sweet, especially cake. He follows the Bear, making him a tank.

Despite being reborn into heaven, Tom has a speech impediment. Given how the blind can now see and the deaf can now hear, I’m sure his stutter can be cured.

Unfortunately, I have no way to contact him. He helped me escape, which is worrying. I hope he’s okay.

[End of Record]


Character Sheet


¤ Dhane [Arachnomancer, Assassin]

× Lvl. 10 · 474/11,000xp

·

« Stats

» Health: 85/85

» Mana: 110/110

» Stamina: 68/68

·

« Attributes

» Strength: 8

» Dexterity: 12

» Intelligence: 22

» Vitality: 17

·

« Equipped Items

» Clothing

» Ring of Rest [Epic · Lvl. 4]

» Bone Mask

·

« Inventory [12/100 slots]

× 6 Gold, 2 Copper

·

» 1× Hide Request Paper

» 4× Gears

» 1× PK Guild Brochure

» 1× Silver Shirt

» 1× Ceraleaf

» 1× Ceratree City Arena Keys

» 1× Jester Costume

» 1× Jester Mask

» 1× Breakfast Platter

» 1× Gallon Milk

» 1× Gallon Lemonade

» 1× Gallon Berry Juice

Implicit Bonuses [Arachnomancer]

¤ Soul Spider [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

» A slice of the arachnomancer’s soul is taken to form his or her Soul Spider, a summoned creature bound to its creator. Unlike normal summons, the Soul Spider does not require mana and can heal over time while desummoned.

·

» Level: 12 [Intelligence > 10]

» Health: 180 [15 × Spider Level]

» Damage: 72 [6 × Spider Level]

» Size: 1 Inch to 13.2 Feet Tall [12 + 0.1 × Spider Level]

¤ Spider Rider [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

» The arachnomancer is capable of riding spiders large enough to mount. Unlike normal mounts, spiders may climb walls and ceilings. As long as the arachnomancer intends to remain on the spider, gravity becomes relative.

¤ Vibration Sight [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

» Spiders are incredibly sensitive to vibrations. Even the most immobile and silent things give off a sense of energy, be that from themselves or reflecting the living world.

·

» Arachnomancers gain the sense to visually see vibrations around them. This ability can be focused in any direction or all directions at the same time. Since illusions do not give off vibrations, they are often ineffective.

¤ Attuned Hearing [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

» As all sounds are vibration waves in the air, an arachnomancer is capable of hearing sounds much farther away than is typical. They can also focus on a specific location up to 300 feet away, allowing for long-distance eavesdropping.

¤ Arachling Language [Unlocked at Lvl. 5]

» All spiders in Olindale speak and write Arachling. This passive allows for communication with wild spiders. Further, arachnomancers can identify spider relics, weapons, armor, and jewelry.

¤ Spider Climb [Unlocked at Lvl. 10]

» The arachnomancer gains the ability to defy gravity, similar to spider riding. It takes a constant focus to bend the laws of physics and affect the relative world. As long as a surface is close enough to touch, it can become the new “down.”

Implicit Bonuses [Assassin]

¤ Improved Agility [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

» Assassins are agile, flexible, and strong. They can flip, roll, summersault, run up short walls, and if they ever fall, they always land on their feet. This boost in agility helps avoid attacks and improves positioning in battle.

¤ Backstab [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

» An assassin has one key benefit over all other classes: an attack to the back of a target will always trigger a critical strike, dealing 150% damage [100 + 10 × (Dexterity > 10)].

¤ Silent Step [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

» Whether the assassin is running, walking, or in the middle of battle, their steps are always silent. They can step on a dry twig and emit no sound. They can dash across a field of broken glass and be unheard.

¤ Shadow Fade [Unlocked at Lvl. 1]

» Shadows are a friend to the assassin. By remaining still within a shadow, the assassin fades, becoming a piece of the darkness, hidden to all but the keenest of eyes. This transition takes 10 seconds and lasts until the shadow is gone or the assassin moves.

¤ Summon Mount [Unlocked at Lvl. 5]

» Upon achieving level 5, the player gains a soul-linked mount of his or her choice. This mount is limited to transportation and will be desummoned if it takes more than a fourth of its health in damage. Options include horse, giant wolf, and black panther.

·

» Mount: Horse

» Level: 10 [Player’s Level]

» Health: 126 [12.6 × Player’s Level]

¤ Critical Sight [Unlocked at Lvl. 10]

» All entities of Olindale have weaknesses. At level 10, the assassin gains the ability to see the locations where a strike will yield a critical hit.

·

» Subsequent strikes to a weakness increase critical strike damage by 20% with each hit. This bonus resets after 10 seconds or after dealing non-critical strike damage.

Skills [Arachnomancer]

¤ Exploding Spider [Intelligence · Lvl. 3]

» Mana: 30

» Damage: 33

» Duration: 44 Seconds

» Size: 1 - 6 Inches Tall

·

» Summon an exploding spider that lasts 44 seconds [2 × Intelligence]. The spider can be given a target, a route, a guard position, or a patrol. It detonates either by command or automatically for 33 damage [Skill Level × 1/2 Intelligence].

¤ Venomous Spiders [Intelligence · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 18

» Damage: 2 Venom Counters DoT

» Area: 88 Square Feet

·

» Launch a swirling mass of spiderwebs and spiders at an area of 88 square feet [(3 + Skill Level) × Intelligence]. All enemies within the area receive 2 venom counters [1 + Skill Level].

·

» Each venom counter increases venom-based attack damage by 1 and deals 1 damage every 3 seconds for a total of 9 seconds. If the target is hit with another venom counter before the effect is removed, the timer is reset.

·

» Maximum of 5 active venom counters from Venomous Spiders.

¤ Modify Vibration [Dexterity · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 16

» Damage: 5

» Duration: 8 Seconds

·

» Vibrations are everywhere and can be enhanced or diminished. Enhancing a sound makes it louder while diminishing a sound makes it quieter. A blade that vibrates can do more damage. An enemy’s sword or shield that vibrates may become uncomfortable to hold.

·

» The effect lasts 8 seconds [Skill Level × 1/2 Dexterity] and increases damage by 5 [Skill Level × 1/3 Dexterity] per attack when amplifying vibrations to a weapon. This effect is different based on the material: Weapons 100%, Sound 20%, Water 10%.

¤ Web Wall [Strength · Lvl. 2]

» Mana: 30

» Health: 240

» Area: 110 Cubic Feet

» Duration: 44 Minutes

·

» Generate a wall of thick spider webs with 240 health [15 × Skill Level × Strength]. The wall lasts 44 minutes [Skill Level × Intelligence] and can cover up to 110 cubic feet [5 × Intelligence].

·

» The arachnomancer—and anyone touching the arachnomancer—can step through the wall unhindered, though anyone else will have to destroy the wall to pass.

Skills [Assassin]

¤ Venom Bite [Dexterity · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 8

» Damage: 3 & 1 Venom Counter DoT

·

» Imbue your next attack with venom, dealing an additional 3 damage [Skill Level × 1/4 Dexterity] and adding a venom counter to the target.

·

» Each venom counter increases venom-based attack damage by 1 and deals 1 damage every 3 seconds for a total of 9 seconds. If the target is hit with another venom counter before the effect is removed, the timer is reset.

·

» Maximum of 5 active venom counters from Venom Bite.

¤ Venom Extract [Dexterity · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 14

» Damage: 5 per Venom Counter

·

» Any venom counter an opponent has received—including counters that have concluded their effect within the last 2 minutes—can be extracted, dealing 5 damage [Skill Level × 1/3 Dexterity] per venom counter.

·

» This is a touch effect and removes all venom counters from the target. The location of the touch determines the amount of damage and whether or not a critical strike is applied.

¤ Shadow Shift [Dexterity · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 15

» Distance: 45 Feet

» Delay: 1 Second

» Smoke Trail: 10 Seconds

·

» After a 1-second delay [1 ÷ Skill Level], teleport between shadows that are no farther than 45 feet apart [(2 + Skill Level) × Dexterity], leaving behind a trail of smoke that can be seen and followed for 10 seconds [10 ÷ Skill Level].

End of Character Sheet


Patch Notes
THINGS HAVE CHANGED


Greetings, brave reader! If it has been a while since you read the first book, please pay attention as our options have changed. Press 1 if . . .

Ehh, what I mean is, a few game systems and small story elements have been adjusted. Welcome to Arachnomancer 2.0, not to be confused with Arachnomancer 2, this book.

If you are curious as to everything that has changed—and why these changes were made—then please refer to the in-depth patch notes located on my site:

https://dustin.link/patch-notes


Chapter
One



Back in university, Evan, geek coder extraordinaire, tried to show Dhane how programming languages worked. The delighted man spoke of functional programming, recursion, and, really, it could have been black-hole theory for as far as Dhane was concerned.

But despite the mind-twisting ideas of bits of code recursively calling themselves or delegates or event handling . . . the core idea was to communicate intent.

Communication was something Dhane was very good at, programming, less so.

Unfortunately, magical symbols fell within the arcane logic of conditionals, loops, and variables. Magic was programming. Yet it was also a language.

He may not understand algorithm efficiency and its Big O notation, but all the different symbols amounted to an alphabet with words and intent, and it took very little time to pick through those symbols and come up with new ideas.

However, such things had to wait.

The warm night, glowing from torchlight and a bright silver moon, was filled with a chorus of terror-filled screams.

Terror . . . and laughter.

An odd combination, to be sure.

“And throw!” the Cobalins yelled together, a chant of grating voices. These voices were directed at a small wide-eyed Cobalin who had just shifted out from the empty void of death to appear upon one of the four slabs in Dedu Tedu Novus’s cemetery of Light and Shadow.

The newly Returned Cobalin—and slave stone still chained to her ankle—was launched into the air. She twisted and turned, screaming a shrill sound before landing in the center fountain next to the dozen others who had recently completed their thrilling, wet readmittance to the world.

Other Cobalins, the ones not rolling on the ground laughing, helped pull the flailing Returned Cobalins from the water before they got clobbered by the next round of artillery fire.

This all went to show that though all the Cobalins looked quite similar—short and green with large ears and expressive dark eyes—there was an entire spectrum of maturity levels. Some took action to help while others laughed and played, a new light in their souls for finally being free.

“Slabs two and four!” Dhane yelled at the exhausted Cobalins, giving them a break and ushering the next team to take their places.

If the slabs were not immediately evacuated before the next Cobalin decided to Return, they’d either encounter a freak accident—the first two-headed Cobalin, anyone?—or, more likely the case, the poor Cobalin would Return in a different cemetery altogether, lost, alone, and forever far away.

No one questioned Dhane’s authority, not with him being human and aligned to the Shadow affinity. They saw him as the King of Shadows.

When he fabricated the King of Shadows, it was purely in the hope of staying relevant and interesting to society so he wouldn’t get thrown away to the priests of Light.

It was never meant to be real.

It wasn’t real. . . .

But that wasn’t the only thing the Cobalins called him. He was the leader of Dedu Tedu Novus, Hope Bringer, and the one who freed them. Such things went a long way in convincing even the most stubborn and defiant of the lot to fall in line.

“It’s gonna be fine,” Devron said to a timid Cobalin, holding the metal shackle that wrapped the tiny guy’s ankle. “I’m gonna blast it right off your foot.”

“No no no no, it fine,” the Cobalin said. He had ragged black hair and eyebrows doing their best to sever themselves and crawl away. “I like chain. Yes, I do! Pretty chain, ve-very pretty.”

“That’s nonsense!” Devron said and winked at Dhane as if to say, Watch me do something awesome. “This won’t hurt a bit, little man. Just gotta hold real still, alright?”

The Cobalin grimaced and swallowed hard. He nodded weakly and stared at the swirl of glowing white liquid that formed into a sphere within Devron’s hand.

Devron thrust his hand forward, and the magical ball of energy slammed against the Cobalin’s foot.

It disintegrated instantly.

There was a fraction of a second where both the Cobalin and Devron stared at the spot where, once upon a time, there had been a foot. Then the Cobalin howled in pain, kicking his legs.

Devron jerked upright, screeching in an uncharacteristically high-pitched voice, “Oh-man oh-man oh-man! Shit!” He patted the Cobalin’s footless leg as if doing so would magically resummon the foot he had so excitedly blasted apart.

Three seconds later, the Cobalin stopped thrashing and noticed his chain had fallen off. His eyes were round. His mouth hung open. He shoved away and hopped on his remaining foot, dragging his slave stone by the chain to where Kuby and a few others were stacking the stones in some sort of monument.

“That man!” the Cobalin yelled, pointing an accusatory finger at Devron, who stared in abject horror. The Cobalin drew the attention of dozens of the green people. “That one. Big one, black one. He blew off my foot! Look! It gone gone gone!”

“Oh, man. . . .” Devron shook his head. “That’s not what I was tryin’ to do!” He held his arms out, palms up in a begging manner as if his words alone wouldn’t convey the truth of his sincere intent. He started saying something else but then tensed.

The Cobalin hopped back toward him, waving a finger to ensure no one could misinterpret who the Cobalin was talking about. At less than a foot away, he grinned and planted a slobbery kiss on Devron’s conflicted forehead.

“He freed me!” the Cobalin said. “Thank you big man!” And with that, he returned to the others, who pointed at his missing foot and laughed.

“I think,” Dhane said, “you’ve earned a new title.”

Devron arched an eyebrow.

“The Slayer of Feet.”

“No way, man! That’s terrible. I didn’t want to blow off his foot.”

“Well, you know, the others found chisels in the toolshed.”

“That’s so mundane. Hey”—he snapped his fingers—“what about a magic symbol? There’s gotta be a cool symbol to unlock . . . locks, right?”

The question slithered into Dhane’s mind and joined all the other ideas currently fighting for attention. The short answer was Yes. There was most definitely a way to use the magical symbols to pick locks.

Doing so, however, required understanding how the fundamental magic system worked. Most people only understood the larger symbols, the ones that had been recreated so many times they eventually became universal.

Following the programming analogy, functions stored a series of instructions to accomplish a specific task. The developer didn’t need to understand how the function worked, only that it did, in fact, work.

And that was Olindale, through and through. Thousands of people reusing magical functions without a clue as to how they worked.

Gameus, God of Games, didn’t simply hand over a magical sword and say, “It is dangerous to go alone. Take this.” No, he handed over a book of ancient and possibly lost knowledge, knowledge that Dhane was eager to use.

So while magical symbols could break through the securities of a lock, unless there was a symbol function for the task—which he hadn’t found yet—it would have to be created from scratch.

Before he could answer, Knock ran up, eyebrows pinched together. “No Desley! Where be Desley? En Yundo en Larny en Pun.”

“Give it time,” Dhane said, then shouted over the ruckus to the slab teams, “One and three, switch out!”

Knock huffed, wringing his green hands together. “I should be there, not here! I should go find me Desley en . . . en friends.”

Ceratree City was nearly ninety miles from them. With all the local waypoints locked and no way to know what enemies lurked nearby, storming off into the night wouldn’t help anyone.

“Knock, we’ll find her.” And when those words didn’t pierce the Cobalin’s shroud of uncertainty, Dhane added, “Look, I know how hard it is to wait, to feel helpless. But we’ll get her back, be it tonight or tomorrow, or we’ll march right up to Ceratree City and demand her release.”

That last idea was comically beyond anything they were capable of. It was pure bravado, a show of fake confidence to take the Cobalin’s worries away.

Even so, what Knock really needed was a distraction, and Dhane needed an assistant, one that had experience using magical symbols. “Why don’t you help me with something?”

“Me?” Knock asked. “Great Shadow wants help from me?”

“We have an important job,” Dhane said. The words spoken aloud somehow made their situation all the more real, more pressing, and present.

Seven declarations of war. . . .

The world wouldn’t let them be. They’d be pursued and destroyed. The only thing standing between that seemingly inevitable outcome was him.

The responsibility to keep the Cobalins safe was a crushing weight. The wars to come were already in a fevered pitch of battle, fighting in his chest. It was fear; it was uncertainty; it was the raw, untempered need to succeed against all the odds.

And yet, there was a stubborn thought that wouldn’t go away. It said he’d screw this up and make everything worse. He was no king or general, just a gamer and book nerd who never wanted the responsibility of such critical things.

But he had an idea, a crazy—potentially stupid, ignorant, and most likely not to work—idea, but an idea nonetheless.

“Yes yes,” Knock said. “I can help, I can!”

Devron sighed and frowned, looking over the forming line of excited Cobalins, some with chains in need of removing, some without. “What y’all want?”

They hopped up and down on one foot while holding out the other, saying, “My foot next!”

“Devron,” Dhane said, “take over for me?”

“Gladly!” Devron stood to a chorus of disappointment.

Dhane assumed his best stage smile. “Don’t worry, the Slayer of Feet will return!”

The Cobalins cheered, and Devron slumped.

Dhane left the cemetery of Light and Shadow with an excited Knock in tow. With a mental thought, he summoned his phone for the hundredth time that day and opened the Messages app.

Penny still hadn’t replied.

It had been two days of torturous silence. If she didn’t want anything to do with him, he’d . . . well, he didn’t know what he’d do or how he’d feel.

Broken?

Devastated?

Being with her felt right, even if it had only been a few days. Heaven had a way of playing with his emotions, twirling them up inside him enough to take his breath away.

Part of what kept him charging ahead into the darkness of uncertainty was how he didn’t want to take the time to think about what Penny’s silence really meant.

He tapped in a message: Can you just let me know you’re okay? Then hit Send. The message bubble popped onto the screen. What was more worrying than anything else was how the messages were marked as Delivered and not Read.

Maybe she blocked him?

He sighed.

There were more important things to worry about. And yet, he was so damn exhausted, having stayed awake last night to slay monsters in the menagerie.

Just that morning, he fought against the Celestial Royal, fought for his life and the lives of the Cobalins, and somehow won. Then he studied magic symbols until the sun slid beyond the world and Cobalins started bursting out of the cemetery like popcorn.

If it weren’t for his Ring of Rest, he’d be a walking zombie.

Dhane grabbed one of the pole torches, crossed the cobblestone road, and planted it next to a rather large rock that jutted from the grass, covered in small pink crystals. It was angular with sharp edges and a smooth surface at its center.

The stone looked unlike any of the other stones in the area, which led him to believe it wasn’t there just to sparkle and impress. It also couldn’t have been a coincidence that the stone sat perfectly at the center of their tiny new village.

But what really drew him to this particular stone were the crystals. Small as they were, crystals could hold mana, and he would need a lot of mana for the combination of symbols he had chosen.

“Help with rock?” Knock asked.

“No, help with symbols,” Dhane said, and Knock’s eyes lit up.

“I know three symbols! Trigger, sound, en moving stone.”

“And you know how to write them?”

Knock nodded vigorously. He held out his finger and said, “With me finger!” And when Dhane’s apparent confusion showed, Knock smiled and said, “Watch me magic finger.”

The tip of his finger glowed slightly with pearlescent mana. Then the Cobalin drew his finger across the stone, effortlessly making a groove.

With a wave, Knock cleaned the stone. It now looked identical to before. Little beads of sweat reflected torchlight at his brow, and the little Cobalin heaved a breath.

Dhane considered his finger, then understood perfectly what he had to do. It wasn’t just summoning mana like he had when he healed Octoralis or donated mana to the priests of Light, it was a mixture of mana and intent, or so the knowledge at the back of his mind implied.

He had four symbols to draw. The main one was a universal symbol that acted as a function, used to shrink things. Pip’s notes stated that, though the symbol wasn’t used often by people, it was what powered the Inventory app.

Dhane focused on releasing a sliver of pearlescent mana at the tip of his finger. Warmth spread down his arm and hand until a tiny shimmering bead materialized.

It took significant focus to keep it there, and with every passing second, his mana dropped by 6 points out of the full 110.

And so he drew. The symbol looked like two Vs, one within the other, pointing down toward a small circle with two parentheses facing away at the sides.

Drawing the symbol reminded him of calligraphy class all those years ago and Mrs. Begbie, who often said, “With yer arm, Dhane! Draw from the arm, not yer wee wrist. Brilliant lines come from brilliant minds—stop chicken scratching!”

Calligraphy wasn’t something most English majors took, though he quite enjoyed the shapes letters made. And, well . . . hand-inked quotes sold well on Etsy and impressed the girls.

By the time the symbol was drawn at the center of the stone, the warmth in his arm had started to burn. His mana was dangerously close to being completely gone, which would have given him the Mana Drunk trait.

“Why this symbol?” Knock asked.

Dhane let out a breath and relaxed, feeling a trickle of his mana start to return. “It’s the symbol for shrinking.”

“You want be small like Cobalin?”

He laughed. “No, not really. A lot of people are coming for us.”

“Yes yes. . . . Like before,” Knock said, growing solemn, eyes unfocused and probably thinking of Desley or the original Dedu Tedu before it was destroyed.

“But what if our village was small?”

“Small? Dis be small.”

“I mean, very small. It probably won’t work. And if it does, it’ll take a lot of mana to keep it working.”

“Oh!” Knock said. “I have mana. Cobalins help!”

Dhane nodded. “It will take all of us, though this is just a test round. I’ve never used symbols before and don’t know how much mana it will require or if there are limits to what can shrink. It might only be possible to shrink items, not locations or people.”

A mental yawn tickled its way into Dhane’s mind. <We alive, Daddy?>

“You’re back!”

Knock frowned. “I . . . never left.”

“No, Octoralis is back,” Dhane said and summoned Octoralis to the stone. She materialized into her black and orange furry self, about five inches tall, and he immediately regretted it.

Knock, on the other hand, snatched Octoralis.

She projected an <Oof.>

“Spiders good!” Knock yelled, hanging Octoralis by her hind legs. “Fuzzy spiders even better! Make good soup.”

“Ugh!” Dhane quickly unsummoned Octoralis to wisps of smoke while visuals of spider soup—little black legs squirming—invaded his mind, making his throat itch.

<I eat him!> She projected loudly. <Little green snack!>

“There will be no eating each other!” Dhane said. “Octoralis is my spider. She’s a part of me. You wouldn’t eat me, would you?”

Knock scrunched his forehead. “Is test question? Kill human. They drop meat. We no eat . . . meat?”

“Humans drop meat?”

“Yes. . .?” Knock said with uncertainty, and as he said it, the knowledge at the back of Dhane’s mind filled in the gaps.

Loot was entirely dynamic based on the player’s race. A human killing another human wouldn’t drop meat, but a human killing a Cobalin would.

The thought of eating green Cobalin meat was disgusting. Eating intelligent humanoid creatures just didn’t sit well with him. It was wrong. Of course, as soon as he thought that, a trickle of hunger from deep within his soul said otherwise.

Yes . . . Octoralis would eat anything.

<I would not, Daddy!> she projected, but then followed that with, <Probably.>

Dhane refocused on the task at hand. Food would be a consideration for later, a time when they weren’t under constant threat of annihilation.

Octoralis seemed to understand this, and though she filled his chest with excitement for being alive again, she had plenty of memories to review and chose to remain quiet.

As to the question about human meat, he said, “We’ll talk about it later.”

Knock shrugged.

Dhane’s mana ticked up to 110/110, and he had three smaller symbols to draw. The main function symbol he had drawn took parameters, a way to set how it should work.

With mental focus, he drew a circle that corresponded with the numeral one, then affixed it with two diagonal lines. Each line divided the result by two, essentially, in magical calligraphy, writing one-fourth.

The next symbol indicated an inch as the measurement unit. The last symbol specified direction. He used a circle with a line crossing vertically and horizontally to say all directions.

Dhane let out a breath, skin pulsating with heat. He wiped his brow and summoned Pip’s book. The bookmarked pages matched the symbols almost perfectly. Mrs. Begbie would have been proud and . . . come to think of it, dismissive once she had nothing to ridicule.

The only thing he didn’t specify was a mana limiter. This was a test to see how effective the symbols were with his available mana. From there, he could do simple algebra and figure out if this crazy scheme was even possible.

So many unknowns could derail his efforts, then he’d be back at the drawing board with a clock ticking overhead.

There were other ideas, of course: summon darkness to hide them, raise the ground into massive walls, hide the village in another cave, or disguise the Cobalins as humans.

He particularly liked this last one, only for how ridiculous it would be: We’re just another human village. Nothing to see here. Nope, nothing at all!

But to shrink? No one would expect that. It’d take their little village and make it practically impossible to find. It would be a tiny safe haven where they could finally relax and focus on other things like conquering a dungeon and gaining strength to defend themselves.

“Now what?” Knock asked, looking away from the cemetery. More and more of the Cobalins were celebrating their escape from Ceratree City. But none of them, as far as Dhane could tell, was Desley.

“Now, we test.”

“Test?”

“We need to see if the symbols work on living things, not just items. Here,” Dhane said and took Knock’s shoulder, then directed him to sit next to the stone, “sit there.”

“Will this . . . hurt?”

Huh, there’s really no way to know.

Probably not, but if the size of the effect only captured Knock’s head, it’d probably kill him outright or leave him looking like Beatlejuice after playing with voodoo head-shrinking dust.

“Of course not,” Dhane said with his stage smile.

“Okay, great Shadow! Test test!”

Dhane’s mana ticked up to 31/110. He didn’t need a lot of mana to test the effect, but it would be useful to know how to trigger it. The thought awakened new knowledge, and he understood what to do.

He drew lines in the air, releasing an experimental 20 mana. The symbol looked like a T with a diagonal cut through the center of it. Once it took form, glowing blue in the night’s air, he focused on the stone and Linked his intent.

The blue lines shot forward and ignited the symbols in the stone. The pink crystals glowed. The ground . . . shook? Knock clenched his jaw, looking very uncertain about his recent life decisions. And all the other Cobalins stopped laughing, chatting, and playing.

Everyone watched.

Cobalins ran out from the cemetery to see what was happening. Some were on top of the hedges, wide-eyed, faces pink from the glow. Others stuck their heads out from the inn’s windows, curious, scared.

A beam of brilliant pink light shot skyward and refracted off something thousands of feet high, illuminating the forest for miles.

Shit! How do I turn it off?

20 damn mana shouldn’t have had such a massive effect. And now everyone would see a disturbance in the zone, a disturbance worth investigating.

The pink beam split off into a dozen directions, curving into one massive dome back down to the ground.

New knowledge leaked into his mind: basic symbols, common theories, effects, and finally, an off switch. It only required enough mana to visualize the lines.

He drew a vertical line and three horizontal lines: top, middle, and bottom. But before he could draw the diagonal triggering line, everything changed.

Knock screamed a tiny, high-pitched sound from a tiny, shrunken head. Then other parts of his body sucked in abruptly.

Something slammed through Dhane: a force, a wind, a thing of cold energy. His stomach clenched, and the world spun. He was going to throw up.

He fell to his knees, reaching out arms toward the grass only to find they were short—really-really short—like he had T-Rex arms, which proved quite ineffectual at catching his upper body, leaving him to bellyflop to the ground.

He groaned and rolled to his side. The Cobalins were running with their arms waving overhead, shouting squeaky voices. Their legs popped! and became smaller, making them fall and tumble, crashing into each other.

Puffy white Sumilians bleated nervously, some dragging massive twisting horns on the ground while their bodies were now smaller. Others lost their appendages—too small to be seen—and rolled.

“What have I done?” he asked, his voice as shrill as the Cobalins. Then another blast of force shot across the village, the forest, and the lakes. His ears popped, and for approximately four seconds, everything appeared normal.

Normal except for the sudden free-falling sensation. Gravity wasn’t there, wasn’t pulling on anything down where it really ought to be pulling. This resulted in floating Cobalins and Sumilians and a delighted Knock, swimming through the air.

“I can fly!” Knock yelled, flapping his arms as if they were wings.

Dhane held to the grass. His arms and fingers and everything else seemed to be back to the correct size.

A strong torrent of wind blasted through the surrounding forest. Branches snapped. Leaves tore free and spiraled away as if caught in a dozen tornadoes.

But just as it all had started, it ended, and anyone unfortunate enough to be floating above the ground—particularly Knock—found themselves screaming and slamming back down.

Grass and cobblestones split, forming large uneven cracks. Windows shattered. A storm of red numbers shifted up from the army of Cobalins, all lying on their sides, rubbing sore spots.

Above the village, out in every direction, were the jagged outlines of massive mountains ascending far into the night’s sky.

What . . . happened?

Did they teleport to a new place?

But then the answer was obvious. From one mountain range to the next, an enormous wall of water exploded out and over the edge.

The shrinking worked. He just didn’t anticipate it to work so damn well.

Now the many small lakes that had surrounded their village were draining into the gigantic pit they had opened. They just happened to be at the bottom of that pit.

Oh, shit brownies. . . .


Chapter
Two



In times like these, frozen between moments of extreme dwarfism and enough water to eradicate New York City, one sometimes pauses to reflect on mistakes.

Or that was Dhane’s excuse while his brain desperately tried to do too many things at once, and in the end, did nothing at all.

The water didn’t rain down from above. No. These were not little droplets of springtime showers but hundreds of thousands of gallons, and millions of pounds of force, driven to an ecstatic need to equalize.

Second after fleeting second, the force of all the above lakes shot down toward the tiny defenseless village. And that was when a very simple idea took hold. It was an obvious idea that even the dimwitted Knock could have come up with.

If shrinking the village was the problem, reverse it! The Inventory app worked by shrinking items and then regrowing them, so there had to be a symbol function for the effect.

“Oh, no no no!” Knock yelled, clasping the sides of his head. Many of the other Cobalins ran into the forest while others started praying to the great Mahai to save them.

Dhane turned toward the stone, but it was not the four or five-foot stone it was before. It had pushed out of the ground at least thirty feet high. Crystals the size of a Cobalin jutted from the bottom, jagged and glowing.

So that’s where all the mana came from!

He summoned Pip’s book, and it materialized from streams of smoke. There were pages after pages of symbols, but where was the one he needed? Numbers, connections, mana efficiency, death, light, force— Force?

The first droplets hit, promising a whole lot more.

Octoralis soothed away the coiling, dense sensation of fear that pulled at his stomach and twisted through his legs. The world seemed to tilt, to wobble, and his chest ached in response to the coming, inescapable doom.

Dhane didn’t think, couldn’t think. Thinking only slowed things down. Instead, he reacted, trusting his instincts. He summoned a bead of mana at the end of his finger and drew the symbol of Force onto a crystal.

Water crashed down far out beyond the edges of their village. The ground shook and the air filled with a roaring rumble. Cobalins came running back out of the forest, away from the approaching tsunami, only to find another tsunami coming from the other side.

Dhane drew the symbol for All Directions, then formed a T in the air. Just before drawing the triggering line—arm burning from the lack of mana—three more symbols appeared: a measurement unit for yards, a number with half a dozen modifiers, and some complex symbol he hadn’t seen before.

There was no time to ponder on the phenomena of self-drawing symbols. Dhane Linked his intent. The crystals dimmed, some cracked, and an energy buzzed in the air.

Among all the shrieking cries of two hundred Cobalins joined in their fear of imminent death, there was another sound: bleating Sumilians, Baaa. That . . . and the sound of water crashing against the forming shield of white energy.

The water filled in from all sides, pressing against a wall of force that protected the village from being crushed. Within fractions of a second, they were entirely submerged, the shadows of massive fish caught in the thrust of swirling currents overhead.

“We alive?” Knock asked, peeking out from his fingers. “We alive!”

Everyone cheered! They jumped up and down, did cartwheels, and hugged each other. The teams working the cemetery slabs rushed back to their positions, and the screams of launched Cobalins continued.

Dhane leaned against a smooth section of crystals before sliding down to the ground. The knotting tension in his stomach eased, replaced with relief. Relief, not only because they survived an idiotic man with an idiotic plan, but because it’d be practically impossible for anyone to find them now.

<Daddy, smart. Protect nasty green food.>

“The Cobalins?” he said with a chuckle.

<Spider eaters!>

“What the hell, man?” Devron asked, running up. “I leave ya alone for five whole minutes, and— Ya know, some poor Cobalin got all tiny-like mid toss. I can still hear his little scream fadin’ with distance. . . .”

“It was just a test,” Dhane said defensively.

“Just a test?” Devron scanned the thousands of feet of forest and lakes trapped beneath the dome. “Damn, man. Next time you enact God-mode, give me a warning, and I’ll head to the next zone.”

Dhane didn’t have anything to say to that. The symbols were a whole lot more powerful than they had any right to be. Of course, if it weren’t for the mana crystals, none of this would have happened.

He should have started with something simpler, but his sleep-deprived brain wasn’t making the best decisions. He inhaled a deep, slow breath and closed his eyes. He needed a moment; he earned a moment.

Warmth trickled into his back. Mana. . .? It swirled into the near-empty vessel that was his body, a touch of soothing tranquility. And there was something else, a distant pulsing, rhythmic and constant.

The pressure at his back fell away. The smells of dirt and grass and water fell away. In a blur, he went from sitting against crystals to standing in an enormous bowl of a room.

Dedu Tedu. . .?

It didn’t glow with hundreds of torches and massive bonfires like the last time he was here. There were no Cobalins training in courtyards, cooking, or bartering at merchant booths.

Instead of the lively town, there was darkness and ruin. The towers and narrow bridges lay in rubble, a chaos of vibration lines revealing their shapes. Only a handful of the misaligned homes and stores remained.

In his one moment of respite, even his dreams wanted to remind him of what failure looked like. This was the death of a town. It left behind an emptiness, an echoing sadness of what was.

And now he stood there in the darkness, completely alone.

Except . . . he wasn’t alone.

Something was out there, undefined but unmistakably present. Its essence felt ancient, tired, sad. Little waves of vibration seeped out from above, from the undulating ceiling of smoke.

Words formed in Dhane’s mind, slow and rumbling like a storm cloud given voice. The words held such fervor, such overwhelming emotion, that tears stung his eyes.

<Save . . . them. . . .>

“Yo!” Devron yelled.

Dhane snapped awake, his heart thudding, eyes blurry from tears. The crystal next to his head cracked and dimmed. He wiped his eyes.

What was that?

Octoralis sent a confused and worried sensation his way as if to ask what he meant. Didn’t she see everything that he saw? Even his dreams? But that didn’t feel like a normal dream.

“Check this out, man,” Devron said from the other side of the stone.

Dhane pushed himself to his feet, the echo of the deep, reverberating voice still bouncing in his mind. <Save them.> There was no question what the entity intended with those two small words: save the Cobalins.

But he was already doing that. . . .

He rounded the side of the stone to where Devron was pointing at a doorway, an entrance of perfectly cut stone. Stairs led down into blackness, the edges only visible to Dhane’s Vibration Sight.

“What is it?” Devron asked.

“I don’t know. . . .” Dhane said in ponderous awe, a spark of renewed energy jolting through his brain. It was an unexplored place, a mystery, and damn did he love mysteries.

Of course, then there was that voice again. <Save them.> It seemed stuck in a cycle, replaying over and over as if he didn’t understand the first time. Maybe it was a warning concerning this?

“You tellin’ me,” Devron said, “this ain’t part of the village?”

“A hidden entrance? Why would this be a part of the village?”

“Don’t gotta clue how any of this stuff works.”

“It might be a dungeon,” Dhane said. The game guides he had read talked about dungeons and raids. He had assumed they were instanced locations full of mobs and loot like a typical role-playing game.

“In the middle of the village! Oh, man. . . . There’s gonna be mobs down there, right?”

Knock stuck his head over the edge. “HELLO? ANYBODY TH—”

Devron grabbed Knock. “What’ya doin’? We don’t need an army of mobs attackin’ us right now.”

“Mobs? Big en scary?”

“Who knows. But you don’t gotta call them up here.”

Knock nodded, and Devron let the little guy go.

“We need to know what’s down there,” Dhane said. Now that the village was effectively hidden from the Army of Light—and anyone else wanting to destroy them—this was the only variable, the only source of potential danger.

“If you’re goin’,” Devron said, “I’m goin’ with ya.”

“Dev, I need you up here. If something happens to me”—he grabbed Knock—“and Knock—”

“Me. . .?” the Cobalin asked, lacking assurance.

“Yup. Great Shadows got to stick together, right?”

“Yes. Right!”

Dhane looked to Devron. “If anything happens to us, we need someone here in command. Guard the entrance, and make sure the cemetery slabs aren’t all being used.”

Devron considered this while staring down the open maw of what—probably—was a place full of death. He scratched his chin, forehead furrowed. “Hells, man, are ya sure? I’ll be the first to admit that I don’t wanna go down there, but you’re the leader. You should stay.”

And that was what Dhane had feared. This was why he always declined leadership offers. That, and the anxiety of being responsible for everyone. His joy came from taking chances, exploring dangerous places, being expendable.

The moment you pinned the gold star of importance on someone, everyone else became determined to protect them. Protect was just another way to take the fun out of life.

Devron must have noticed Dhane’s disheartened expression, for he quickly added, “Bah! You’re a madman. Go. I’ll take care of stuff here. But do me a favor?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t die down there.”

“Pfft. No promises,” Dhane said. “Hey, can you make sure I have a bed? I haven’t slept for almost two days.” And that dream or vision or whatever it was most certainly didn’t count.

“Think our innkeeper already took care of it.”

“We have an innkeeper?”

“Yeah-yeah, some Cobalin named . . . Wendy I th—”

“Rendy!” Knock said. “She make best spider soup.”

Octoralis growled, or the psychic equivalent. It did nothing to improve Dhane’s desire to partake of such a delicacy. In fact, he vowed right then and there to never be in a position where spider soup sounded agreeable.

“Right,” Devron said. “This Rendy woman claimed to be the innkeeper, and what was I supposed to say to that? She saved us rooms, and someone’s gotta do it, right?”

Dhane agreed. He sucked in a deep breath and took a step down into the dark stairway. “Well . . . may our deaths not be in screaming agony.”

“What?” Knock said, following from behind, more timid than before. “Agony? You-you say agony?”

“Great Shadows fear no death,” Dhane said and continued downward.

“Even scary death?”

“Even scary death.”

Knock balled his fists, puffed up his chest, and nodded, mouthing the words, I be great Shadow, I fear no scary, terrifying, te-terrible death.

“You’re not takin’ a torch?” Devron asked, to which Dhane said they didn’t need one.

Cobalins had perfect sight in perfect darkness. And as for Dhane, an arachnomancer, the tiniest of vibrations drew lines, illustrating the world in all directions.

Besides, a torch would alert enemies to them. This was a quest of exploration, of reconnaissance. It would be best to stay hidden in the shadows, especially because he didn’t have a weapon, not after Challenger Terry destroyed his dagger.

Octoralis humphed.

Okay. . . . he projected back to her. He had summons and spells, just no dagger. Most of his assassin skills would be useless. Maybe he should have invested in the Web Blade skill when he had the chance. Then again, there was always the next level.

The stairs led down and down, and the farther they went, the colder it became. The air held a stale dampness to it. Droplets of water tapped the stairs, disturbing the vibration lines to produce flashes of ripples.

The stone walls were carved with exacting care. They formed a bas-relief of skulls entwined in roots, half made of polished crystal, pulsing a dim pink glow.

To any other adventurer, the walls promised death. They served as a constant warning to turn back. To Dhane, though, the sheer effort invested in the walls assured him there would be an exciting discovery at the end.

And what was death but a timeout? In fact, death right now might even be helpful. It’d give him a chance to talk to the Mother of Shadows, to compare notes and make plans.

Apart from the growing excitement that tingled its way out from his chest and down his arms, the other emotion he felt was a pang of rippling guilt.

These beautiful carvings might have stood the test of time. Who knew how old they were. This would have been an archeologist’s dream discovery, one that assured their name would be remembered in history books.

And Dhane dropped it into a pit. . . .

The walls and delicate carvings were marred with cracks and chips. He was the destruction that he hated from other players who didn’t care about the lore of the worlds they played in. They just wanted to kill and destroy everything.

Knock’s footsteps grated against the loose debris on the stairs. And that wasn’t the only sound coming from the little Cobalin. He seemed to wheeze with every breath, and his clothes rustled.

Dhane, on the other hand, glided down the stairway perfectly silent. It didn’t matter if he stepped into a puddle or crushed a stone underfoot. He was silent as a shadow.

Maybe bringing a Cobalin along was a mistake. But the little guy used to live underground, so he could have insights into any of the mobs they might find or anything else.

After a time, the stairs ended at a platform, turned, and continued downward. Whatever was down here was far beneath the surface.

Would mobs this deep be a threat? The village might be perfectly safe, but that didn’t quell the unanswered question of why this staircase was even here.

It took ten minutes before they reached a room. The high ceiling was encrusted in crystals of all sizes, a natural chandelier of sorts, coursing with mana that draped the room in a veil of somber light.

The opposing wall held a formidable double door. It stretched the height of the room and arched at the top. A large skull from some kind of monster with an elongated jaw and black fangs was set at the center of the door, looking all intimidating-like.

There was a message beneath the skull. It was chiseled there in the heavy stonework, using a gothic style of lettering. And the message surely didn’t help the intimidation factor.

¤ Warning

» Those who travel past this point will die a horrific death.

This is getting interesting.

A door with a warning meant there was something on the other side worth protecting.

He was giddy despite the exhaustion that crept through his brain, making his eyelids heavy. Pure anticipation was an electric buzz, ready to unwrap this mystery, whether or not it meant a painful end.

“Knock?” he asked.

“Yes, great Shadow?”

“You know, you can just call me Dhane, right?”

“Hmm.”

“You used to call me Dhanie. What changed?”

“You, King of Shadows. Important. I show respect.”

Dhane sighed. “Can you read?”

“No . . . great Shadow.”

“Good. Let’s open the door,” he said, then mentally told Octoralis to be prepared in case a swarm of mobs tried to rend his body and soul. Oh, and of course, protect Knock . . . in that order.

He would summon her now, but he didn’t want to. As much as he loved her, she was still a spider. In this situation, she might prove more distracting than helpful.

Then again, did she like being cooped up in his soul? That hadn’t been something he considered before. Would she rather be free and move as she pleased?

<I don’t mind, Daddy,> she projected, but the longing that swirled into his chest told another story. She was a sentient being carved from his soul, and he knew—without a doubt—he would have hated being imprisoned to someone else’s will.

He needed to get over this unreasonable fear of spiders. He was, after all, an arachnomancer. Be it a curse or a blessing, it didn’t matter. This was who he was, now and for all eternity.

And besides, it was only Octoralis. He wasn’t about to make friends with every creepy crawler out there.

Knock was shoving his full weight against the large door, grunting to no avail. “Could use . . . some . . . help.”

Dhane summoned Octoralis and took a step back. Wisps of smoke shifted from the air and formed into her full height, a dozen feet tall of horrendous spider covered in black and orange fur.

She towered over Knock, who gulped, bug-eyed.

<Cobalins make good soup!> she projected, and from how Knock reacted—shrieking and sprinting to stand behind Dhane—he seemed to have understood her.

“You can talk to others?” Dhane asked.

<Sometimes,> she projected, and he understood. The connection they shared didn’t require in-depth explanations. He simply knew that she could talk to others, but it took more effort as if screaming at someone for them to hear a psychic whisper.

Octoralis lifted up onto her hind legs and shoved against the door. Despite the dire warning, the door wasn’t locked. It swung smoothly and silently on what had to be magical hinges.

Beyond was a room covered—from the curving floor to ceiling—in pink crystals. They glowed in blinding luminescence like stepping into a radiant geode.

At the very center of the room, hovering above the floor and turning ever so slowly, were three massive diamonds. Massive, as in a good eight or nine feet tall and half that wide.

“Big shiny rocks!” Knock yelled. He ran forward on a smooth-cut path, all happy grins. He had apparently already forgotten his fear of Octoralis.

“Hey, be careful!” Dhane said. “There could be traps.”

Knock’s eyes widened. Both of his arms were already doing their best to defy reality and wrap around the center stone. “Trap? I see no trap. Stone warm and”—he . . . licked it—“taste yummy!”

“Why would you lick it?”

“To learn? How we know it yummy?”

Dhane shook his head. No sickness or germs were in heaven, so why not lick everything? Even so, Knock didn’t seem to have a self-preserving bone in his body.

So . . . they had three sweet diamonds, transparent with glowing white centers. Fragments of that light broke into prismatic colors and appeared to soak into the pink crystals.

They were generators, producing what could only be mana. Mahai’s gift just kept on giving.

<Save them!> That deep voice reverberated in Dhane’s mind, louder than ever before, ringing, followed by an ice-pick of pain and -2 damage, dropping his health to 83/85.

He pinched his eyes shut and grabbed the sides of his head, sucking air through clenched teeth. The voice, the command, wasn’t about the Cobalins at all. It was about these diamonds.

“I keep it?” Knock asked, oblivious to everything that wasn’t big and shiny.

After three seconds, the pain stopped. And that was when Dhane saw it: another door. This one had long, swooping lines that formed what appeared to be defensive sigils.

Except they were broken. . . .

Large chunks of the door had fallen away, leading out into a chasm, a huge void of open space. There were things out there that scurried about the ground, tapping as they moved.

The ground shook. Then it shook again and again. There was a pounding of rock on rock, the sound of a landslide, grating as it became louder. The door shattered into hundreds of shards.

Octoralis shoved Dhane to the side. Jagged pieces of stone struck her carapace. Her soul glistened a silvery white. -34 in red text slipped up and through the cloud of dust, leaving her with 146/180 health.

Standing in the destroyed doorway was a giant golem, maybe two feet taller than Octoralis. It was made of stone and crystal. Its eyes blazed a furious pink. It opened its mouth and roared a booming sound.

Oh, shit brownies. . . .


Chapter
Three



Despite a very active, blood-pulsing organ in Dhane’s chest—and the towering golem that was looking all too unkind at the moment—he . . . yawned.

Sleep was a demon trying to claw its way into his brain and turn out the lights. But in absolutely no way was he bored or unintimidated by the intimidating chunk of moving stone.

Nevertheless, the golem seemed to take issue with the yawn. It huffed a pink cloud of glitter, the sort of stuff that defiantly clung to every surface it touched.

With a bit of swagger and holding Dhane’s stare, the golem punched a fist into the wall to show its strength and mighty impressiveness.

Mana burst from cracks. When the golem pulled its hand free, it was no longer a hand but a large battleaxe.

With such spectacle, the golem earned its smug haughtiness. Of course, it really didn’t need the battleaxe to inject fear into the hearts of its enemies. Its grand size and bulging rock muscles did that already.

Unfortunately, and like all things with terrible timing, Dhane yawned . . . again. He wanted to shout, It’s not you, it’s me!

Knock, in all of his supreme wisdom, summoned a Cobalin sword and jumped out in front of the golem, yelling, “You no take shiny!”

And that confirmed it: Knock clearly didn’t have a self-preserving bone in his body.

The golem—pushed to its, without a doubt, teeny-weeny psychological limit and given an easy target—attacked.

Dhane tensed.

This wouldn’t be the first time he had seen a Cobalin brutally murdered, but it might be the first time watching one get pulverized into microscopic soul bits.

The humanoid stack of physics-defying stone, swinging a physics-defying battleaxe, slammed the edge of it into the pathway and . . . missed. A rupture of energy crackled around the glowing blade.

Knock might be a bit on the stupid side, might be a bit on the immature side, but the one thing he had in spades—more than anyone Dhane knew—was an unthinking bravery when it came to battle.

The golem jerked and looked down. Knock had sprinted between its legs, leaving behind a soul-white sliver of a line glowing along the golem’s groin.

This produced such a small -4 in red text that it was hard to see. But what wasn’t hard to see was the health bar that scintillated into the air above the golem as pieces of color coalesced to provide mob information.

¤ Quartz Guardian [740/744hp]

× Greater Construct Fighter · Lvl. 18

Oh, shit! This one mob had over two times more health than a Raging Mama Rabbit. And, as memory would serve, those were none too fun.

Or a lot of fun . . . actually.

Huh, this crazy world. . . .

Octoralis and all eight of her freaky legs shot forward. She projected an eagerness to protect the nasty green food, only and entirely because that was what Dhane had vowed to do.

The Quartz Guardian managed to tear its battleaxe of an arm from the ground just before Octoralis slammed into its side. It staggered backward and out of the doorway.

The outlines of large encroaching crabs, each about two or three feet tall, scurried in such a way as to not get squished.

Crabs were the spiders of the ocean, and these ones were unnaturally large because . . . why the hell not? Next, he’ll find giant hornets!

The only acceptable crab was a dead crab. Mmm, like crab meat hidden inside a deep-fried sushi roll with sweet eel sauce drizzled over the top.

That sounded delicious.

Did Olindale have sushi bars? Bah, if they did, they wouldn’t serve the terrible King of Shadows. The world should drop this war and have a sushi party.

Dhane smiled absently at nothing in particular. Saliva pooled in his mouth and dripped down his chin.

It wasn’t until an echoing battle cry from Knock that Dhane realized there were more important things to think about, things that were happening at this very moment.

It all just seemed like a blur of action and reaction. His thoughts trailed in the wrong directions, slow and muddled and exhausted.

If it wasn’t thoughts of mouth-watering food—when was the last time he ate?—it was how very nice it would be to climb into bed and pull the covers over his head.

Gah! Sleep can wait!

And what was sleep in heaven anyway? It wasn’t like they had real bodies that needed rest. They were souls pretending to be people. And yet— And yet. . . .

Dhane jerked at the realization that he was staring at the wall again. He sucked in a deep breath, forehead furrowed.

He summoned his phone because accessing his Character app’s information mentally was mentally draining. It materialized and revealed a new character train . . . trait.

¤ Sleep Deprivation [Trait]

» You have not slept in over 36 (24 × 1.5 from Ring of Rest) hours. Cognitive capabilities have been decreased by 72.6%. To remove this trait, go to sleep!

·

» Debuff effect increases over time

» Minimum Sleep Requirement: 4 hours

So many big words. . . . What did cognitive mean again? Cogn was the root word to learn. It was used in words such as recognize and incognito.

No no no! His ability to hide his internet search history was severely being limited by his lack of sleep!

He thrust a finger at the pink crystal wall, brows pulled together in fierce determination, and made the solemn vow that he would not rest until he solved the problem.

Yes, that made perfect sense, except for how very heavy his eyelids were. And so he did the one thing that always helped in university.

He reached out with his hand and slapped himself! It was a full, palm-connecting whack that sent a bolt of stinging energy across his jaw and down his neck.

The trait faded, and so did his phone.

Something clicked.

It wasn’t an audible click as if he had knocked a screw loose. It was the click of a metaphysical jigsaw puzzle piece sliding perfectly into place.

In this glorious—and probably temporary—moment of comprehension, his questions had answers.

First, despite the name of the Quartz Guardian, it obviously wasn’t here to guard the diamonds. The massive stone doors, with their protective sigils, made that much clear. As did the urgent demands of the ancient entity, telling him to save them.

Second, the phenomena of self-drawing symbols had to have come from this ancient entity. Either it wanted to protect the diamonds for unknown reasons or because . . .

Third, the diamonds were producing mana, mana that just so happened to be quite vital for how it powered the thin barrier, a barrier keeping twenty-thousand leagues of water above—obviously an exaggeration, but damn, is it nice to have the mental capacity to exaggerate!—from crushing their fledgling village.

And so it made perfect sense that in no reality could they let the Quartz Guardian have the diamonds. Besides, losing the diamonds would lose the barrier, which wouldn’t be a delightful experience for the golem either.

But how did one broach such topics of mutually assured destruction with an animated chunk of rock?

All of this flooded through his mind in 2.7 seconds. The ability to think was such an underrated skill, and Sleep Deprivation was a dreadful trait. What were people without their capability of thought?

There was no knowing how long he’d have before the trait returned. Really, there was no knowing why a solid slap to the face would remove the trait in the first place.

Dhane ran forward, his brain latching onto all the tiny details needed to formulate some kind of plan, then he stopped. The floor the golem had attacked held a circle encompassing a dozen sigils.

It’s an inactive waypoint. . . .

A waypoint would have been most useful right about now, but this one had a newly added feature: a wedge-shaped fissure ran through the design, rendering it useless. That, and the surface waypoint was obviously locked.

There was nothing he could do about the waypoint, but he could message Devron to get his ass down here and bring an army of Cobalins with him.

Dhane went through the full process of resummoning his phone—messages were easier to send with a physical keyboard—before a dawning realization wormed its way into his brain. . . .

He had never exchanged contact information with Devron. In fact, the only contact information Dhane had was Penny’s, and Penny wasn’t exactly being responsive right now.

Dammit!

Octoralis stumbled and narrowly dodged the glowing pink blur of a battleaxe. She was out beyond the doorway in a cavern of curving walls that stretched a hundred or more feet above them.

The walls were rough and pocketed, featuring shallow oddly-shaped holes, almost like lava rocks but not natural. The stone was scraped and drilled and stripped of what had likely been crystals.

The only remaining crystals jutted from walls far overhead or hung from the ceiling or . . . grew on the giant crabs? Now that was a detail he had missed during his mental holiday.

Their carapaces were a wan yellow with jagged, sharp crystals to match. There were a good two dozen or more of the large critters scurrying to swarm Octoralis.

She was forced back next to one of the columns of stone that had formed throughout the cavern, drawing vertical lines in the dim light.

They were stalagmites and stalactites, caught in the oldest of romance stories: two sides, each reaching for the other across centuries, undeterred until they could finally touch.

The Quartz Guardian charged.

Octoralis shifted to smoke, desummoning herself back to Dhane’s soul at the last moment.

The golem crashed into the column, blasting chunks of heartbroken stone in every which way, turning unfortunate crabs into fortunate crab paste.

A single glowing pink crystal clattered to the floor, knocked loose from far above. It bounced and made a tinging sound, shooting spiraling lines of light out from it as it spun.

A group of crabs scuttled toward it.

The thought of crabs stirred up swelling anger from Octoralis. <Daddy, they bad bad bad! They pinch legs. I cannot fight mean rock with them always there!>

The Quartz Guardian whipped around. It angled those glowering eyes at Dhane and huffed a cloud of glitter before swinging its battleaxe onto its shoulder.

Octoralis jumped from his soul and materialized behind the golem. She took a bite out of its back, dealing backstab damage.

The Quartz Guardian’s health dropped to 537/744. A -158 in red slipped out from the two holes left behind.

The golem growled a deep rumble. It turned and swung its normal arm that whooshed through the air with enough power to explode a dozen Cobalins into a spray of soul mist.

But Octoralis had anticipated this. She was crouched and ready. As soon as the golem missed its attack, she sprung up, slamming against its chest.

The Quartz Guardian staggered backward toward Dhane. Its boulder-shaped feet grated against the ground until they caught the edge of something, and the towering body of stone toppled over.

Dhane quickly triggered Shadow Shift. After a very long second, the world fell away, replaced with rushing smoke. He snapped back into reality, forty feet away.

Octoralis was already on top of the golem, taking advantage of her prone enemy. But there was an army of giant crabs behind her, snapping their pincers almost in rhythm.

Where was Knock? Did the little Cobalin already die? Maybe he ran off to get help. In either scenario, the end of the world was being held off by a boy and his spider.

Great. . . .

Dhane called to the closest crab’s affinity.

¤ Quartz Crab [64hp]

× Small Beast Tank · Lvl. 6

» Tainted

If only he had a modicum of strength, maybe he could fight. But there was just no way he could deal with so many! Realistically, all he could do was aggro them somehow and keep them away from Octoralis.

Or. . . .

Dhane summoned Web Wall, paying the 30 mana and dropping him to 68/110. The only problem with this sudden, improvised strategy was how there were no two walls close enough to attach it to.

But there were crabs.

He released the skill, letting the silvery strands of thick webs shift out from him, sticking to and wrapping half a dozen crabs to form a wall.

It was a triumphant use of his skill, a master strategy, and now Octoralis will be able to—

The webs disintegrated.

Shit! Apparently, attaching the skill to moving targets didn’t work. The skill hadn’t mentioned this little caveat, but then again, allowing such a use would have probably been overpowered.

Most of the crabs were racing toward the throw-down between the giant spider and giant golem. But others couldn’t be bothered.

These other crabs were dancing in a ring around the fallen pink crystal, snapping their pincers in an upturned U shape, growling at each other.

He had never known crabs to growl, but then again, he didn’t have much experience with crabs that weren’t boiled, their legs steaming on a plate.

He swallowed hard. Crab meat pulled from a red carapace and dipped in garlic butter. . . .

Dhane shook his head. He could feel the edge of his clarity dull. A weight seemed to settle on his brain, squishing his thoughts.

Act or die, he thought with such ferocity that the words seemed to growl in his head. He didn’t have to be smart to do what was needed.

And so it was on to Plan B.

Dhane sprinted toward the ring of crabs in their fierce standoff to see which one would get the crystal. He dove over the wall of snapping pincers, rolled, and snatched the crystal.

This had an immediate effect. While the crabs were very much against sharing the crystal with a fellow crab, they were downright murderous at the idea that something else might get it.

Before the ring of angry sea spiders could descend upon him, he triggered Shadow Shift. An eternity—comprised of a single second—was nearly long enough to experience a lovely bout of dismemberment.

Dhane shifted forty feet in the direction of all the other crabs. And once reality returned, trailing a line of smoke, he realized there was something terribly wrong with this plan.

What was he supposed to do next?

There had to be more to the plan, but his brain wasn’t doing that thinking thing again. Thankfully, the army of angry-looking giant crabs was quite accommodating in reminding him to run.

He became the squirrel to a pack of dogs, the mouse to a clowder of cats, the delicious glowing pink crystal to a cast of crabs. In other words, he was the most effective bait.

Now, crabs were a lot of things—ugly, freaky . . . delicious—but they were not slow. The whole swarm of them, seeing a crystal being waved about, diverted from Octoralis and gave chase.

There were over a dozen of the Quartz Crabs remaining, but all he had to do was . . . something. He’d figure it out once he escaped their pursuit!

Dhane sprinted across the stone ground past columns, listening to the clatter of tap tap tap from behind, a tapping that was surely gaining on him.

Tiny vibration lines swirled up from a few of the crabs, gathering into balls of a sort. They shot forward, slicing through the air in a glowing blue.

The crabs were spitting at him!

How very rude.

To show his dissatisfaction with their impolite behavior, he hocked a loogie at the closest of the crabs, the one that was intent on grabbing his leg.

It jerked back, acting all offended. It should be. He most certainly was. But the others continued their pursuit, unfazed by such discourteous exchanges.

He rounded a column and had a brilliant idea. He could escape the ugly things by giving them a distraction.

In a moment of clarity, he decided that crabs liked crystals, and at some point along the way, he had obtained a crystal clutched in his hand.

Unfortunately, such thoughts were too preoccupying, and he misplaced his foot, catching the edge of a jagged piece of stone.

In one moment, he was sprinting, and in the next, flying. . . . It was a surreal experience since he didn’t know he could fly.

This world never ceases to amaze.

Then he hit the ground.

He tumbled and rolled, which would have been it for him—a sprawling mess of pain for the crabs to chop, dice, and mince—but he managed to trigger Shadow Shift, paying the 15 mana and dropping him to 41/110.

The world dissolved into an emptiness, filled with only the rushing of smoke, hot and acrid. In a blurring burst, he appeared forty feet away.

Forty feet sounded like a decent distance, but that was only a few seconds to these things. The smaller crabs with fewer crystals on their backs that slowed the others were already there.

Dhane chucked the crystal down the enormous cavern where it slid and bounced and played an alluring, tinkling sound to the crabs. This diverted the army’s attention, and they flowed from him like a wave.

The leading crab reached the crystal, grabbed it, and right before giving it the kiss of death—sucking out the mana or whatever the hell these crabs did—the wall moved.

All the crabs immediately scurried in every direction. Some ran past their once mortal enemy—the crystal thief—paying him no mind, which should have been alarming if he cared to be alarmed.

He didn’t.

The reigning crab champion, the one that clenched its pink prize in frozen pincers, held stock-still. The only thing that moved was its black eyes, twitching at the ends of their eyestalks.

A whole lot of something blurred in the air and slammed down on the little crab. It turned into a puff of silvery-white soul, so utterly destroyed beneath the end of a twenty-foot, teal and pink . . . thing, that there was nothing left except a dent in the floor.

Oh, mamma mia. . . .


Chapter
Four



There were moments in life that seemed to pass in a haze, with no distinct beginning or end, just colors and feelings of memories stuck in time.

Dhane had no idea what to think of this wall that wasn’t a wall, for he was in a haze, a dream. And so he smiled, breathed a pleasant, relaxing breath, and stood there to enjoy what crazy machinations his subconscious would create.

The first thing to note was how much not-a-wall the wall was. Normal walls didn’t just get up and go for a stroll. At least, not in the normal world. However, Olindale was everything but a normal world.

The wall had a familiar shape to—

<Help, Daddy!> a voice rang through slow synapses, a distant but urgent echo. It was a mental sound that fought through all the noise of tapping crab legs and deafening crashes of rockfall.

Octoralis. . .? The thought of her name expanded his awareness. Her health had dropped to 72/180, and the zing of pain was like an alarm clock he couldn’t turn off.

It was all quite obnoxious, really, this stirring sense of anxiety, a feeling that tried to push him to do something that wasn’t all too clear. So he did the single thing that made the most sense.

He ignored it.

Now, what was he doing. . .?

Right! The wall. It had a familiar shape, and now that his Soul Spider was prodding his brain over and over, the shape was rather obvious.

The wall was nothing other than a gargantuan crab, a crab that must have consumed far more than its fair share of crystals, for it was no small thing.

Unlike the other crabs, this one had a deep teal coloring that shifted to pink and purple, matching its crystals.

Dhane . . . salivated.

There was a part of him screaming at the back of his mind that salivating was not the correct reaction at this precise moment.

Of course, that was the stupid part of him, the sleep-deprived part that didn’t have any wits about it.

This was a crab of crabs. The only problem worth considering was how they would secure enough garlic butter.

Oh. . . . How will we cook it?

Okay, so there were a few other problems worth working out. First was how they’d make a pot big enough to contain it.

The tiny crystal the crab of crabs had smashed—along with the unfortunate winner of the race—shifted into a stream of mana. This swirl of glowing pearlescent energy slid up the crab’s pincer and into one of its many crystals that jutted from its back a dozen feet into the air.

There was a pink tinge to its eyes, each a tiny black dot compared to the rest of it, but in more objective terms, they were a good three feet tall and half that wide.

Those eyes seemed to consider Dhane.

In automatic response and without much thought as to what he was doing, he called to its affinity.

What returned held no Light or Shadow or any divinity. But there was something more than just the health bar that appeared.

¤ King Gigeneepa [3,968hp]

× Elite Beast Tank · Lvl. 37

<Chochanichik ka suchik?> A slow and low, meandering voice asked within Dhane’s mind. Or he assumed it asked. It had a high-rising terminal, which many languages and dialects used to insinuate a question.

Oh . . . shit. Just the mere fact that he was conversing with dinner could only mean the Sleep Deprivation trait had re-engaged.

But when! He had totally been of sound mind up to this very point.

He sighed and sucked in a deep breath, held out his hand, then slammed the flat of it against his face. The buzz of clarity stung his mind, and he had to take two steps back from what obviously wasn’t dinner.

The crab shifted. Unease flooded psychically into Dhane’s chest. Chunks of loose stone slid from the crab’s carapace to crash against the floor.

<Chochanichik. . .?> it repeated, slower than the first time. Beyond the word, a mixture of emotions singsonged through him, a sense of concern mixed with horror for the shell-less crab.

When Dhane didn’t reply, the crab raised its pincer, emotions tightening into resolve to put the shell-less meat thing out of its misery.

“Wait!” he yelled. “I like my misery!”

Confusion replaced all of the other emotions. It didn’t understand a word he was saying, but then there was intrigue, and the crab lowered its pincer.

Dhane’s mind raced.

This wasn’t an entity of Light or Shadow. But everything he knew of the world said that those of a neutral affinity were soulless fragments of past worlds recreated to be a part of the game.

Those with no affinity were fodder, creep, mobs, things that only existed to drop experience points and loot.

Was that not the case?

Then his thoughts scraped against something he had suppressed, ignored.

Octoralis! he called to her, sensing her life down to 32/180. She was fighting with everything she had, fighting without him.

She didn’t reply with words. Her full focus was on the fight and keeping the Quartz Guardian—and the many stupid stupid stupid crabs—from the diamonds.

He told her to desummon, but she couldn’t. Being connected to his soul, she knew full well how perilous failure right now would be.

Dhane wanted to run to her and help. But— Dammit! He’d just lead an even bigger enemy to the diamonds, an enemy they had no hope of defeating.

Maybe there was no way to defend the diamonds. Maybe instead of sacrificing himself here against impossible foes, he should reverse the shrinking.

But then—especially after he shot a pink beam into the night sky—the Army of Light would find them.

There was no running from this.

As Mu La Flaga, his favorite Gundam SEED character, would say, they’d just have to make the impossible possible.

Dhane had a budding plan. It was more likely to get him killed than anything, though, as impossible scenarios went, high risks were always required.

He instructed Octoralis to lure the golem to him. This was one of those sacrificial requests that would normally get some pushback, but Octoralis understood and obeyed.

King Gigeneepa’s curiosity started to shift to a slow, undulating wave of boredom. Boredom was a dangerous thing, specifically if the monster thought of him as a toy. Or worse, food.

Dhane summoned his phone and mentally opened the Translation app. Three white spheres projected out from the screen, and he paid a silver coin for one of them.

If this didn’t work, he’d die in the next few seconds. And if he died, so would Octoralis, and so would the village. . . .

But there was another part of him that saw an opportunity. He was weak beyond measure, even more so deep beneath the surface where giants apparently roamed.

He couldn’t fight the golem.

He couldn’t fight the crab.

This left only one option . . .

Negotiation.

He plucked the translation ball from his phone and held it out. It was a tiny thing that glowed at the ends of his fingertips, propped up and presented to the crab, a dot of shimmering light in the darkness.

The crab didn’t understand what Dhane was trying to hand over but projected a sense of interest in the little light, probably thinking it was mana.

It reached out the end of a pincer and, with great control, gently tapped the glowing sphere. The sphere lifted into the air and shot toward the crab’s mouth.

It jerked back, shaking the world. <Whatoo was that?> King Gigeneepa asked in its slow manner, renewed curiosity now bleeding through on their psychic connection.

“A translation sphere,” Dhane said, then quickly added, in case the crab didn’t know what that was, “so we can talk.”

<Youoo strange, shell-less creature. Whyoo wake me?>

The ground shook, filling the cavern with thunderous running footsteps of stone grinding against stone.

The golem was in pursuit of Octoralis.

They were not far away.

Dhane thought through a dozen different things to say. The next few words were of vital importance. They would carry the weight of his fledgling village and the futures of its people.

The only thing he knew about King Gigeneepa was that it wanted crystals—like the other crabs—and the crystals held mana.

It wasn’t a lot to go off of, but it was all he had. He just really hoped the king crab wasn’t in any form of alliance with the golem.

He shouted, “I can get you mana!”

<Daddy, move!> Octoralis projected. Her form shifted from the physical into streams of smoke that glided into his soul.

Behind the wisps of smoke was a furious, charging golem covered in glowing nicks and scratches and holes.

Its health was down to 367/744. The battleaxe that made up its arm had spiderwebs of white cracks throughout.

And the moment the Quartz Guardian laid eyes on Dhane—the repeat yawn offender—it ran all the faster, raising its bladed arm, roaring a mad sound of gargled gravel.

<Mana. . .?> King Gigeneepa asked, interest piqued.

Dhane replied in the affirmative, a psychic nod, and with it, projected images of what he needed in exchange, words too slow to communicate everything.

He prepared to trigger Shadow Shift, not aligning everyone’s fate to the comprehension of a giant chunk of delicious sea meat with . . . garlic butter. . . .

Pain shot through his mind, and clarity resumed. It was Octoralis, screaming, <Wake up!> and using her once gentle, soothing capabilities to deliver pain instead.

It worked.

And just in time.

The golem swung its battleaxe of blurry pink through the air, and Dhane triggered Shadow Shift. The blade’s edge cut through his left arm before the skill took hold.

The world shifted. Hot smoke burned from all around. Then he snapped back into reality. Torturous pain exploded up his arm and into his shoulder, dropping his health to 43/85.

He clenched his teeth and grabbed his nub of an arm, blinking away tears, counting until the pain would subside.

King Gigeneepa caught the Quartz Guardian about its waist and lifted it off the ground as easy as picking up a baby by its diaper.

Then it squeezed.

Disclaimer: Let’s just agree that the baby analogy didn’t include this bit. Babies should not be shaken, squeezed, or otherwise exploded.

Cracks ran up and down the golem, its legs kicking, its battleaxe cutting. Light flared from the cracks until the golem shattered into a dozen chunks of stone that fell, unceremoniously, to the ground.

A storm of purple, translucent disks split into two trails. One flowed into the colossal crab, the other into Dhane, granting +435xp and bringing him to 909/11,000 to his next level.

Dhane exhaled a breath mixed with a tinge of relieved hysteria. The golem was gone. The pain was gone.

His arm . . . was gone. . . .

The only new thing to have been added to the whole arrangement was a single item hovering in the air: pink quartz in the shape of an egg.

He tapped it, and it turned into a tiny ball of light that shot into his chest. The moment the item hit his inventory, he knew what it was.

Quartz Golem Seed

× Rare Seed · Lvl. 7

» A golem seed for summoning a level-7 Quartz Guardian. Golems require 10× their level in mana to be activated and use 5 mana per hour. If the golem runs out of mana, it’ll return to its base components.

·

» May only be used once

» Health: 325

» Damage: 21

<Youoo give mana?> King Gigeneepa asked, its words flowing with the emotions of excitement and suspicion. It took a lumbering step forward, and more bits of rock slid out from the crystals on its back.

<Daddy, crabs are mean!> Octoralis projected with a flurry of memories of them snapping at her legs, cutting her as she moved to dodge the golem’s attacks.

But she knew what he knew, felt what he felt, so there was no explanation required, just a circulating sensation of enmity.

They didn’t have a choice. Or, more precisely, a good choice. It was either befriend the crab or die to it. The trick, now, was to ensure it didn’t outright take the diamonds.

He looked up at the ginormous crab and its pincers that could easily snap a car in half. It sat lower than the other crabs, the weight of the crystals on its back likely the cause.

Improvisation wasn’t particularly something Dhane enjoyed, especially in life and death situations. Were the choice offered, he’d much rather gather information, plan and ponder, practice practice practice, then do whatever he could to get out of it.

Be that as it may, a new strategy was formulating. Part of that was in thanks to the King of Shadows. His fake persona was confident, powerful, and did not, in any way, fear oversized crustaceans.

It was a gamble.

Nevertheless, if he didn’t negotiate from a position of power, there would be nothing to stop the crab from doing what crabs did: evidently, eat crystals.

Dhane mentally summoned his bone mask. It slithered out from the air into tendrils of smoke before materializing.

He drew upon his regal facade, one of poise and grace, one with an air of superiority, and said the first thing that came to mind, ignoring the crab’s question, “Good doggy.”

<Wut?> Octoralis projected, her thoughts wrapped in a pervading emotion of dismay.

Okay . . . maybe he leaned a bit too far into the whole persona thing. But now, there was no going back.

Dhane, using his kingly voice, said, “Your evaluation is acceptable.”

<Myoo evaluation?> King Gigeneepa asked, projecting confusion with a hint of pride for the praise. Whether or not the crab knew it was broadcasting all of its emotions was unknown. But damn, it was helpful.

“Indeed, for the very important position,” Dhane said and paused, racking his brain for a suitable title . . . “Captain of the Adamguard.”

Adamas was diamond in Latin. Portmanteaus were the defining method of language evolution; in this case, it provided something unique.

The crab wouldn’t just be a guard. It would be an Adamguard. And not just an Adamguard, but the captain. As for what subordinates the captain would have, that could be worked out later.

King Gigeneepa was a squall of competing emotions: surprise, confusion, pride, a little bit of lasting suspicion, and a whole lot of interest.

<Captainoo? Ioo never been captain.>

It was then that Dhane realized he had just offered another king, one that probably wasn’t fake like someone he knew, a lesser position. And yet, the crab didn’t seem to care.

<Ioo be captainoo . . . for mana?> the king crab projected, hope replacing suspicion.

There were crystals everywhere along the ceiling and high walls. They could be mined with a bit—okay . . . a lot—of scaffolding, then given to the crab.

Dhane nodded. “For crystals.”

<Notoo crystals!> King Gigeneepa projected and stomped its heavy legs, turning left and right. <Crystals are atrocious, addicting, corrupt. Once you startoo, it’s hard to stop. But mana? Mana nutritious, delicious.>

That didn’t make any sense. The king crab ate a crystal just a few minutes ago. And the crystals were mana. He had felt the mana seep into his back when he had sat next to one.

<Nooo,> the crab disagreed. <Crystals are crystals. Mana is mana. Ioo broke crystal for small mana within, not eat it.>

Did it just read his mind. . .? No, he had protections for that, protections not even the Ink Master could break.

<Oh, bad bad bad,> Octoralis projected. <It is me again. I sorry, Daddy. I can resummon.>

Dhane shook his head, telling her it was okay. Besides, she needed to heal, which didn’t happen when she was summoned.

<Crystals makeoo crabs sick,> King Gigeneepa projected. <Uglyoo, yellow. Cannibalism bad. Tainted. Empty. Ioo send to respawn. Restart. Heal.>

The words triggered thoughts and memories, and Dhane understood. Dense resources like quartz or iron spawned mobs comprised of that type. It was the world’s way of protecting the resource.

But if the guardian of the resource ate that which it was supposed to guard? It went mad. It became tainted, power-hungry, and destructive.

King Gigeneepa wanted pure mana, not quartz or the bits of mana stored within. And that was something Dhane had.

He willed 100 mana into his palm. It coursed through his arm in waves of warmth before forming.

This immediately got the king crab’s attention. Its emotions spun up into an excited frenzy. One of its eight legs started tapping the stone, chipping it.

<Ioo can have mana?> it asked eagerly.

“Call it a bonus,” Dhane said, hoping 100 mana was a decent amount to a mana-starved king crab. He held the glob of glowing light up the same way he had with the translation sphere.

King Gigeneepa tapped the mana, and it clung to its pincer. Unlike the tiny stream of mana that had crawled up its body and into the crystals on its back, this time, the king crab carefully maneuvered the mana to its mouth.

<Yesoo! This is good mana. Taste unique, fresh, healthy. Ioo have more?>

“That is all for now,” Dhane said. “If you accept the position, I will give more once a day.”

At the promise of more mana, King Gigeneepa’s emotions swirled with enthusiasm. <Yesoo. I accept de position as Captainoo of Adamguard for mana each day. Where do Ioo guard?>

Octoralis sent a conflicting emotion of distrust mixed with a waning bit of anger. But there was also hope, something that had been missing this entire time.

That feeling made Dhane realize she had fought with everything she had, except she never expected to win, to survive. She fought entirely out of loyalty and a desire to do all she could, even if all she could would come up short.

Dhane led King Gigeneepa to the diamond room, a room that had a dozen small—well, relatively small—crabs picking at the crystal-encrusted walls, breaking off the shimmering stones, and shoving jagged bits into their mouths.

<Stopoo, now!> the king crab projected in a shouting, psychic boom. All the crabs immediately fled the room, seemingly capable of enough mental awareness despite their deranged, poisoned minds to know they shouldn’t fight.

Of course, the king crab couldn’t actually enter the room. This was a little fact the smaller crabs apparently didn’t think to consider. Then again, if the ginormous crab wanted in, it was only a matter of time.

This thought spiraled a sense of uncertainty for the diamonds’ protection in the care of their new guardian. And this emotion was then relayed—unconsciously—to the king crab by Octoralis.

<Ioo not eat your little white rocks,> it projected in response, apparently sensing the diamonds. <Ioo only want to lick one.>

When Dhane didn’t immediately reply, it continued, <Heee heee heee. That was joke. Ioo have no tongue. Diamondoo have mana, but mana taste bad.>

The concept that different mana sources had different flavors was odd. For one, Dhane didn’t eat mana. Maybe he should start. Would it give him experience?

“This,” he said, drawing himself up and speaking as the King of Shadows, “is where your strength is needed.”

That last bit was to play on the crab’s pride, and it worked. A flood of new emotions swirled into Dhane’s chest.

<Ioo guard entrance. Whereoo you go?>

“To our village above.”

<Youoo know of de surface?> It asked. A wavering sense of hope bled through their connection.

“It is where we are from.”

<Ioo have not seen de sun for a length. Ioo feared it no longer existed.> King Gigeneepa hummed a thoughtful note, then projected, <Ioo have new offer, mission, quest.>

“I’m listening,” Dhane said. His voice held a casual confidence, as one would expect from a king, but his chest filled with uncertainty.

<Ioo protect your white rocks. Youoo build new magic door,> it projected and pushed bits of the door’s remaining stone around, broken sigil lines on the smooth sides.

Dhane furrowed his brow. That was the original arrangement, so nothing seemed to be changing.

<Thereoo be change. Good for youoo. Good for us.> This time, the words summoned images of crabs on a white beach, their coloring a healthy teal and pink, larger and stronger than any of the wan yellow crabs.

These images changed to reveal Dhane in his bone mask. He stood atop a stone platform, covered in crystals, a figure of power. He stood in front of waves of crabs as . . . king.

<Youoo see now? Save my people, take to surface, we serve in de sun.>

That pervading sense of dullness started to seep into his brain again. So much had changed in only a few minutes. He went from crab food to—potentially—crab king?

Would it then be wrong to eat crabs?

<Focus!> Octoralis projected, her words a zap of pain.

Clarity resurfaced. With all the souls of Light in Olindale searching for his minuscule village, there would come a time when they’d have to fight. Any ally would help stave off annihilation.

Dhane answered King Gigeneepa in words and emotions, letting himself be known in the truest sense. He agreed to the terms, even if the idea of being king of yet another species filled him with unease.

“Now,” he said, “I must speak to my divinity. Strike me down.”


Chapter
Five



King Gigeneepa was not thrilled with the idea of killing Dhane. The big crab had projected, <Nooo! Ioo cannot kill youoo, mana bringer, surface king.>

But when push came to shove—now that the diamonds were as safe as reasonably possible and there were no crises needing his attention, hopefully—the enormous crab gave in.

It took far more prodding than Dhane had thought it would, especially considering the crab had just entered his service.

That could be the mark of a good thing or a bad thing. It was good to know the crab found it wrong to kill those it served. It was bad because it didn’t readily take orders.

In any case, it was time to talk to the Mother of Shadows, the Queen of Darkness, the instigator of Dhane’s path in Shadow and Light, to be hated and loved, and most notably, a target for everyone.

Of course, to die in combat—a jolly good way to die compared to suicide—would deal considerable damage to his equipment. Given the king crab, the damage would likely eradicate anything it smashed.

Right before the twenty-foot pincer slammed down to instantly crush Dhane to soul bits, he mentally unequipped everything: his bone mask, shirt, pants, shoes, and, needless to say, underwear, too.

Others may hold a different opinion here, but as a guy, he very much enjoyed having boxer-briefs to keep everything down there snug. To wake up on the other side and not have such a thing would be most uncomfortable.

The pincer struck, and death happened so quickly it was painless. And just as fast as it happened, a bright light shined on his face.

“And throw!” the Cobalins yelled together. Little hands grabbed Dhane’s legs and arms, then abruptly let go as if burned.

What the hell?

He died to talk to the Mother of Shadows. And yet, he Returned instead, Returned as exhausted as he was ten seconds ago.

He sat up and rubbed the grogginess from his eyes—pleasantly noting how he had two arms again—then failed to stifle a yawn.

Octoralis helpfully gave him another mental slap. It stung like all the other times but didn’t seem nearly as effective as before.

A Cobalin screamed an ear-piercing sound. Another stumbled back into the neatly trimmed hedges. And a random Cobalin flew through the air to splash into the center fountain.

“Hells, man,” Devron said. He grabbed Dhane by the wrist and pulled him to his feet. “I said don’t die down there. And where’ja clothes go?”

Dhane jerked at the sudden realization that he had forgotten to re-equip everything. Naturally, he wasn’t expecting such an audience or to be outside in the early morning.

The Cobalin who had screamed now had rosy-green cheeks. She peeked through the V-shaped openings between her fingers, eyes picking apart his figure.

He summoned his clothes with a mental flick, and they materialized from swirls of smoke.

“Damn, that’s so cool,” Devron said. “You gonna teach me that trick one of these days, alright?”

“Sure,” Dhane said and yawned again. His thoughts were like string cheese, trying to cling together as reality pulled bits of his mind away. He couldn’t even focus enough to be embarrassed.

“And I didn’t die,” he said matter-of-factly.

Devron raised an eyebrow.

Dhane looked at the stone slab he had been lying on a moment ago and what it meant in relation to what he had just said.

There was a connection, somehow. . . .

“I mean,” he said, thoughts aligning for a moment, “I did die, obviously.” He laughed and nodded to show just how obvious it really was. “But it was on purpose.”

“You ain’t makin’ any sense,” Devron said. “So are there mobs down there? It’s a dungeon, isn’t it?”

“Yes and no.”

“Go on. . . .”

“There are mobs. . . . But it’s safe! For now. . . . I think?” Then two thoughts struck at the same time. “Oh!”—and duh—“I died.”

“I got that, man. Eh, are you alright?”

“No, I mean, I died to talk to the Mother of Shadows,” Dhane said. “Pfft. She didn’t summon me to her realm.”

And that was quite concerning. They had a lot to talk about. Important things, mind you. Things he couldn’t remember at the moment, though, were very important.

The second thought splurted out before it could get lost in the void. “Where’s Knock?”

Devron shook his head and shrugged. “Ain’t seen the dude. Nothin’ came up the stairway, and he didn’t Return. Probably still down there.”

Dhane sucked in a breath and let it out. He very much wanted to consider what that meant for the little Cobalin, but then there was a fluttering butterfly. It was blue with black dots and lines.

Pretty. . . .
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Dhane woke to a clamor. It was like a house full of kids running on their heels, crashing into walls, yelling and laughing, and always, always someone crying.

He turned over and pulled his pillow around his head, wanting just a few more minutes of dreamless sleep.

He wasn’t particularly tired anymore. Though, as it went, lying in a nice, warm bed was supposed to be a moment of peace before the start of a busy day.

This extra time allowed his once muddled thoughts to process. Perhaps the first thing to snag in his brain was how he had absolutely no recollection of getting into bed.

That was a troubling thought.

In all thirty-one years of his life, he had only once gotten blackout drunk. You only had to do it once; if you were smarter than the average dung beetle, you’d never do it again.

And here he was . . . again.

Perhaps he wasn’t smarter than the average dung beetle, after all. Except, the last time this happened, his brain felt like it was trying to escape from every hole in his skull. He vaguely recalled being nauseous, incredibly parched, and every noise was sharp, distinct, and painful.

This time—besides the gnawing ache in his stomach, which could easily be remedied with a bowl of cereal—he felt perfectly normal. In fact, he might go as far as to say he felt good.

A hangover that left you feeling good? What sort of billion-dollar industry did he just discover?

But then, all the memories, thoughts, senses, fear, and anxiety of what somehow only amounted to six days—a Sunday to a Saturday—came gushing through his brain.

Now . . . he’d need a moment.

The weight of responsibility, the weight of all of his decisions—both past and the decisions he would need to make—pressed down on him.

All he wanted to do was stay under the covers where life was easy, comfortable, and safe. He wished for sleep to take him again. Why not just let him wander in the void of dreamless dreams?

Of course, as it were with kids, there was simply no getting any sleep when one wanted it. They were noisy! So he flopped to his stomach and buried his head beneath the pillow.

This worked wonderfully except for the small caveat of not being able to breathe. Sacrifices were sometimes called for. Why did souls have to breathe anyway?

Crash!

Oh, whatever. He rolled out of bed already clothed—how convenient; it’s the small things in life—and crossed the room.

Dhane flung the door open to find three Cobalins in the hallway, each with a heavy rock. They were pushing the rocks in some sort of race to the finish line, a line made of yellow dandelions, tearing grooves into the wooden floor.

He took back his earlier assessment of what Cobalins were like. They weren’t like kids. They were worse than kids: demon kids.

“Do that outside!” he yelled.

The Cobalins flinched. One flipped over her friend, who had abruptly stopped. They all scrambled to the end of the hallway and disappeared down the stairs.

It didn’t help that they only had one building to house however many hundreds of Cobalins who had managed to escape.

To . . . escape. . . .

He sighed at the realization that, yes, he was very much being a grouch. They were slaves only yesterday. And here he was, yelling at them for being noisy.

The more mature of the lot probably gave up their rooms so the younger—though they all really did look the same—didn’t have to sleep in the scary outside.

Not only did Dhane have an entire room to himself, his bed could also comfortably fit four human-sized people, and there was enough floor space for a dozen more.

Talk about being ungrateful.

“The king be awake,” a tiny whisper said downstairs. The voice was so soft and small and in no way considered close enough to be heard normally, but Dhane had a sensitivity to vibrations, which sound most definitely fit within.

“I wanna see,” said a boy, his voice squeaky. “Bobbo say he be big monster en scary.”

“He no monster,” another voice contributed to the mix, this one female. It had a know-it-all sound to it. “I see king this morning. He be human, pretty, sparkly, and those muscles. . . .”

“You stupid,” said a male Cobalin. “King no pretty. King is spider monster.”

“Shhh!” said the boy. “Bobbo say king hear thoughts before they are words. King turn you to spider slave for bad bad words.”

Huh. Were there magical symbols for transforming entities of one type to another? He vaguely remembered a few that might work, so it wasn’t entirely out of the question.

However, the thought of raising an army of spiders was enough to send an abrupt shiver down his spine. Octoralis was all the spider he could handle at the moment.

And upon such random and uncontrollable thoughts, he braced himself for whatever she might contribute to his concoction of emotions.

Nothing came.

She wasn’t there. . . .

He had become so accustomed to her nesting in his soul that the mere absence of her triggered a moment of panic. But then he felt her, sitting on the inn’s rooftop, watching over the valley, enjoying the afternoon’s sunlight.

<Morning, Daddy,> she projected.

He smiled and sent a small burst of happiness to her. Without exchanging any words, he knew she had been observing the village so he could review her memories once he was awake.

Thoughtful spider, that.

There wasn’t a lot to review. Most of the Cobalins had gathered into small groups to talk or play. Some were still asleep on the grass, using each other as pillows.

The monument of slave stones had grown significantly. They were organized into what appeared to be a pyramid. Only, little Kuby—the mastermind of the project—didn’t quite grasp the shape. He made it too steep on one side and too long on the other.

Devron stayed at the cemetery all morning, giving commands to the teams at the stone slabs. He also, reluctantly, performed his other most important duty.

There was never a moment where the man didn’t have a dozen Cobalins waiting in a line as if at a carnival ride, standing there in anticipation of what it would be like to not have a foot.

One Cobalin with an enthusiastic, go-getter personality obtained a felling axe for chopping down trees. The length of it was longer than he was tall, which, combined with its apparent weight, didn’t quite have the intended effect.

Let’s just say a missing head didn’t have the same cool factor. And after the first unfortunate turn of events, the Cobalin struggled to get any other volunteers.

That was about it. A handful of Cobalins was attempting to be productive, but the majority were standing around, doing nothing of significance.

Dhane shook his head. These were his people. He didn’t know how to feel about that. Saving them was one thing, but now? He expected them to take care of themselves, not just play games and goof off.

He followed the hallway to the stairs and took them down into the dining area. All the windows were cracked or broken. Cobalins filled the tables, drinking water by the looks of it, and eating . . . mint leaves?

“OH! YOUR LORDSHIP!” a woman Cobalin yelled in a manner fitting a klaxon.

Dhane jerked. Sometimes having great sensitivity to sound was more a curse than a blessing.

All the Cobalins abruptly stopped talking. They were frozen in place, their gray eyes glued to him, sizing him up while completely avoiding his gaze.

Intimidating an entire room simply by stepping inside it would take some getting used to. It didn’t help that Octoralis chose that precise moment to jump into his soul, shifting to smoke that trailed down through the ceiling.

“YOUR DEVIOUSNESS. YOUR—”

“Whoa, okay,” he said, padding the air as a way to turn down her volume. It worked, but then she compensated by speeding up.

“Your Vileness. Your Majesty. Your Shadowness. Your—”

“Alright, wow, how many names do you have for me?”

“I-I-I. . . . He speaks to me. . . .” the Cobalin woman—Rendy was it?—said in a small, trilling voice.

Her skin tone was lighter than the others, with a dash of yellow. She had muddy, almost red hair pulled into a ponytail. Even though most of the Cobalins wore tacky slave clothing, she had a skirt with a burgundy top.

“Why doesn’t anyone have food?” Dhane asked. Some of the Cobalins were hiding under their tables. Some had missing feet in various stages of regeneration.

When Rendy didn’t reply, seemingly stuck on what words were the correct words to address someone as prestigious as him, he said, “Just call me Dhane. Can you do that?”

Rendy shook her head violently. It was a surprise she wasn’t puffing damage numbers from her ears. “I couldn’t possibly defile your name with my unclean lips.”

“You’re taking this way too seriously. Talk to me like I’m a normal person. Or a Cobalin, even. Does it help if I command it?” She continued to shake her head, so he sighed and reverted back to a more important topic. “Tell me about the food.”

“Oh no, his majesty wants food? We have no food,” she said, then grew more serious and pointed at three Cobalins. “You, you, and you. Our king is hungry. Sacrifice yourselves so he may eat.”

“I’m not eating anyone!” Dhane yelled.

<Can I, Daddy?> Octoralis asked, to which he replied with an emphatic, No. And when that made her sad—her soul’s hunger bleeding into his own—he projected, We’ll find you food, just not Cobalins. Never Cobalins. Okay?

She sent back a swirl of happiness in response. He wanted to leave the inn at that very moment and go hunting, to go exploring, to distance himself from all the constant problems needing his attention.

Unfortunately, he was here, so he asked, “What about the Sumilians?” There had been at least a dozen of the grazing puffball animals that materialized with the village.

“G-g-gone. . . .”

“Gone?” If that was the case, then it was probably his fault. Add it to the list. Shrinking the village likely scared them into the forest.

But they couldn’t have gone far. If food was this scarce, why weren’t the Cobalins doing anything? They should be forming groups to hunt and gather, not just sitting around doing nothing.

As a people, they had survived long before he arrived. Then again, they had Mahai. Could they be so incompetent that they’d starve to death without a leader?

Dhane—his village barely two days old—was already failing miserably. This was exactly why he didn’t want to be a leader in the first place!

If he forgot something, someone starved.

If he failed, someone suffered.

It wasn’t that he couldn’t make good decisions; he knew games in and out; he knew how to optimize builds; he knew how to strategize with large groups; he had studied game mechanics in-depth, and this whole world was full of game mechanics.

Then what!

That thought echoed between him and Octoralis. It was an angry burst, comprised of feeling inadequate, feeling the pressure of being needed, but most of all, it was the feeling of fear.

Rendy misunderstood his hard gaze, no doubt thinking he was upset with her for the missing Sumilians. That only made him more upset because it was another failure on his part.

His soul stretched in opposite directions, wanting opposing things, measuring pros and cons, promises and failures.

It all happened in a few seconds, almost too overwhelming for anyone to endure.

He wanted to escape, to run, to hide. He was an imposter. Couldn’t they see that? How could someone only a week old in this fantastical world be a king?

And then something tranquil touched his soul. It was Octoralis. She calmed the waves to ripples and the ripples to something serene, smooth, and undisturbed.

There, beneath the surface of clear thoughts, a quote emerged, one he had loved and leaned on throughout his past life.

Gilbert Keith Chesterton wrote, if a thing is worth doing, it is worth doing badly.

He had been so caught up in fear of doing a bad job that it became crippling. In truth, the mere act of doing, doing anything, whether it be perfect or not, would help more than running away.

He was not a fake king.

The King of Shadows wasn’t a persona. It wasn’t a bone mask, a deeper voice, bravado. He was the King of Shadows, and these were his people who needed him.

He relaxed and exhaled a slow breath. The time to decide whether or not to act was far behind him. The Mother of Shadows had given him that option, and he chose this path.

Dhane crossed the room toward Rendy, who stood behind a counter. His sudden movement after the long, stretched-out seconds of his mental crisis made everyone tense.

He urged the three would-be voluntold sacrifices to take a seat. They did so, seemingly relieved and, for some reason, seemingly disappointed.

Vibration lines of Rendy revealed her hands, clenching the edges of her skirt. Her heart was a pitter-patter, vibrating in that small body of hers way too fast.

“Rendy?” he asked, testing the sound of her name and making sure it was correct. He came to a stop in front of her, and she stared up at him, wide-eyed.

“He . . . knows my name?”

Dhane held a hand out, and by her reaction, it could have been a snake. She took a half step back and paused, brows pinched, the gears in her head going through their own mental crisis.

He didn’t rush her, just left his hand in the air between them, an offer of introduction, of greeting between human and Cobalin, king and subject.

After a long moment, she sucked in a deep breath and reached out a timid hand, taking his.

“I’m Dhane,” he said, starting afresh, “your King of Shadows.”


Chapter
Six



Rendy had a squeaking, nervous laugh that immediately stopped as if laughing was somehow inappropriate. She whispered, while studying the counter, hand still in his, “I know who you are.”

“Now,” Dhane said, “we have officially met. You have nothing to fear from me. So what’s my name. . .?”

She furrowed her forehead, jaw clenched, breathing quickly through her nose. If her hand wasn’t trapped, she might have hotfooted it right out the door or window, whatever was closest.

“I may be your king,” he said, “but kings need friends.”

“Friends?” she asked, the idea teetering on overwhelming or faint-worthy.

“Yes,” he said simply, understanding part of his problem with being the king. Everyone treated him differently, making him out to be this special thing that needed to be revered.

They had expectations of him, expectations to solve all of their problems. And it was too much. He couldn’t be solely responsible for everyone. They needed to act on their own and be responsible for themselves.

Rendy had acted on her own, taking the initiative to be the innkeeper. She ensured the Cobalins had food—even if it was only mint leaves and water—and organized rooms and beds.

A Cobalin that took the initiative to do something while the majority did nothing was a Cobalin worth knowing. So he pressed, “I want us to be friends. And as friends, you don’t have to worry about how you address me. I am Dhane. You are Rendy. It’s as simple as that.”

She nodded slowly.

“So . . .” he said, drawing out the word before adding, “what’s my name?”

“Da. Da . . . dada. . . .”

Oh, shit brownies, it was most certainly not dada. Daddy was already scratching at the barrier of acceptable, and only in the realm of okay because it was Octoralis, an entity formed from his soul. It at least made sense.

“Closer. . . .” he said encouragingly and really hoping it wouldn’t take so much effort with all the other Cobalins he wished to interact with.

“It’s Dhane!” she cried, forcing out the word with wild exuberance, then sucked in a breath and cupped her mouth, eyes wide. Maybe she thought a bolt of lightning would burn her to ash, and when it didn’t happen, she shouted again, “It’s Dhane, it’s Dhane. Dhane Dhane Dhane!”

“Somehow,” he said with a laugh, “we’ve overcorrected.” He let go of her hand—reasonably sure she’d stay put—and summoned his phone. “Since we’re friends, we should exchange contact information.”

Rendy scrunched her brow and looked about the room at the silent Cobalin audience as if they held some important clue she was missing.

“You don’t have a phone?” Dhane asked.

She shook her head.

Knock didn’t have a phone, either. It could be that different races had different devices. That was most definitely true for Knock, who had an original GameBoy.

How did that make any sense? Knock wasn’t human, so why would he have something only humans would have?

The thought of the adventurous little green Cobalin served as a reminder that the last time Dhane had enquired—his thoughts as jumbled as they were—Knock was missing.

Perhaps he was back. It had been . . . six hours and eighteen minutes since Returning. Well, Devron would know.

Dhane asked, “What about a GameBoy?”

Again, she shook her head. Oddly enough, she seemed more familiar with what a GameBoy was than a phone. “Only fodder receive ancient gift.”

Now it was Dhane’s turn to be confused. The very first thing he did in this world was to accept his phone, his ancient and magical device that just so happened to be an iPhone.

How did those of Shadow participate in this eternal war if they weren’t given the single thing that granted the game mechanics, guides, and everything else needed to play?

He dismissed his phone and called to her affinity, now curious. The whirling darkness of Shadow revealed no divinity. Instead, her health bar materialized.

¤ Cobalin [14hp]

× Humanoid · Lvl. 1

She appeared like a neutral mob, a mob that had practically no health. How was Devron blasting away feet without killing them?

The mystical knowledge at the back of his mind—always there with indeterminable items of interest just waiting to slip from the unconscious to the conscious—answered.

All entities were fashioned by parts of varying importance. A hand or foot only represented a portion of the body and not a critical portion.

Once smashed or cut or burned to the point it had no health, it was pronounced dead. Dead body parts stopped functioning as readily as their healthy counterparts. And should these parts take further damage to the toll of twice their total . . . bon voyage: soul dust.

This series of fascinating facts was interrupted by a rather loud and angry growl.

The Cobalins—highly strung as they were—sprang to their feet. Those having undergone questionable foot-removing alterations lurched to one side or the other, grappling their closest neighbor.

Dhane chuckled, not in the least concerned about the unseen monster. Instead, he watched the chaos unfold.

Cobalins toppled over while others prepared to fight, brandishing their cups like daggers and sloshing water on each other.

Perhaps he wasn’t totally honest with himself when he thought of his hunger as merely a gnawing ache. He patted his stomach, calming the beast within.

Rendy looked pained. She still didn’t have anything to offer. Maybe she didn’t, but now that he thought about it, he did. He mentally felt for his phone and tapped into his Inventory app.

Wisps of smoke spiraled out and around his outstretched hand, forming a large breakfast platter full of bacon, sausage, toast, croissants, eggs, fried potatoes, and pancakes.

As soon as it materialized, it filled the room with delectable scents. Everyone perked up, seemingly forgetting themselves and any potential danger from the mysterious growling.

He slid the platter onto the bartop and shoveled some eggs onto a slice of toast before grabbing two slices of bacon. Everything was still hot from when the chef had served the meal yesterday.

“See what you can do with this,” he said, then materialized three separate pitchers of milk, lemonade, and some type of berry juice.

“Your Grandness creates us . . . miracle,” Rendy said in a whisper.

“No,” he said, “Dhane did. Right?”

She blushed and nodded.

Apparently, and try as he might, it was going to be hard to get her to see him as anything other than . . . well, her whole list of titles and ideals and everything in between.

“And it’s not a miracle,” he said. “I just pulled it from my Inventory app, which you would have if you had a device.”

“But I am not fodder,” she said, confusion twisting her face.

“How do you become fodder?”

“Each month, Cobalins fight in big contest. Winner sees the Great Mahai and become fodder. But,” she said, frowning, “no more Mahai . . . no more fodder.”

Well . . . great.

It was another thing he’d need to figure out. If they only added a single fodder once a month, then most of the Cobalins in Dedu Tedu Novus probably had no divinity.

Without their devices and without a divinity, they had no class, no skills, no way to level and improve their attributes.

He really needed to talk to the Mother of Shadows. Why hadn’t she summoned him to her realm? It wasn’t like he could just keep dying. Death was paid with time, and if he was going to do this king thing to his best ability, he couldn’t waste time.

Then again, Mahai and the Master of Arena had a way of opening the black portals to the realm of divinities. Maybe Pip had something in his book about it.

“Food?” came a little voice from behind. The Cobalins were lining up, hope, a dazzling spark in their eyes.

Dhane smiled and stepped aside, motioning to Rendy. “You do your thing. I’ll see what I can do about getting you more food.”

Rendy brightened and smiled, then started pulling plates out and dividing the miracle food for hungry mouths.
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The outside was full of refracting eddies, drawing moving lines of light and shadow across everything. Massive fish as large as whales swam overhead like fast-moving clouds, scales shimmering in rainbow hues.

Despite so much water above them, pushed back by the force shield, the sunlight filtered through it, making everything bright and warm.

That, of course, wasn’t how physics worked. Dhane’s various science classes might not have been subjects of great interest—much like programming—but he knew a thing or two.

They were a thousand or more feet underwater. There should be no light at all. But who was he to explain the mysteries of a magical world?

To further compound the questions of unknowable things, there was a current of wind. The dome was big, but was it that big to have its own climate?

At least they shouldn’t suffocate.

He finished off his toast and eggs a little faster than he intended. It made for a decent—if not small—breakfast, but the beast within demanded more. Food was certainly going to be a problem.

“Stupid stupid hoe!” yelled a little green man to his . . . hoe. Oh. He was trying to till the ground, maybe start a garden.

No matter what he tried—apparent by the different tools scattered around him—nothing seemed to work. He tossed the hoe aside, screamed at the watery blue sky above, and marched away.

Devron ran over from the cemetery, which had a complete lack of terrified screams. “Hells, man, where’ja get bacon from?”

“Left over from my last meal.”

“Oh? Before the arena?”

Dhane nodded. “How’s it going at the cemetery?”

“It’s not.”

“Not?”

“Nope. Haven’t had any new Cobalins for a while, now.”

Dhane looked over the area, muttering, “Shit brownies,” under his breath. There were Cobalins everywhere, but no more than say . . . three hundred?

Devron laughed. “Whoa, hold up, say that again.”

“Say what? Shit brownies?”

“What the hell is that?”

“Pfft. It’s a stupid story,” Dhane said, and Devron rolled his hand forward as if to say, Go on. . . . “My girlfriend on Earth—whoever she was—wanted brownies. And I, being the amazing boyfriend material that I am, made her brownies.”

“But. . .? I’m sensin’ a but. There’s a but, right?”

“Yes! Goodness. It was her kitchen, and like the doofus she was . . .”

“What is it?” Devron asked.

Dhane shook his head and let out a breath. “Memories are so weird. I just had a flash of her face and who she was to me. Brown eyes, I think. She was always smiling. And now I can’t see her.

“It’s like I’m left with a list of descriptors—brown eyes, pretty smile, blushes a lot—but they aren’t attached to the real her. They summon my imagination of a thousand different possible girls, all masquerading as the real one. Then all sense of caring just fades.”

“Past life, man,” Devron said. “When we were at the Royals’ palace gettin’ our pedicures and eatin’ the divine fruit—”

“You guys got divine fruit?”

“Sure did. My friend, you should have been there. They were like grapes—glowin’ white grapes—each perfectly round and tasted like happiness.”

Dhane arched an eyebrow.

“I mean it. They didn’t have a flavor so much as a feelin’. It was a juicy fruit of jubilation. But that’s neither here nor there. They talked about our past lives and helped us accept this one.

“Dhane, brother, there’s no goin’ back, you hear? There’s no point of torturin’ yourself about what was.”

“Yeah. . . . I get that. I just wished we could remember, is all.”

“Sure, sure. Me too. So what’s up with the shit brownies?”

“Oh. So it was her kitchen, right? She didn’t label anything. I swore the big tub of granulated sugar was sugar. I mean, who needs that much salt?”

Devron barked a laugh. “You used salt?”

“Two full cups of it. I even added more than the recipe called for because she liked it sweet. ‘No point of a healthy dessert,’ she used to say.”

“I’m sure that went over well.”

“So well. . . . I mean, they looked great and smelled even better. She was so impressed that she took them—and more importantly, me—to the bedroom. They don’t call them brownie points for nothing.”

Devron grimaced and covered his eyes with his hand. “I don’t know if I wanna know. . . . Yeeep, I do. Go on. . . .”

“She undressed,” Dhane said, the details of his once girlfriend a blur. “We were on the bed, facing each other, and . . . she took the first bite.”

“Oh no.”

“She spit it out!”

“No shit, man!”

“In my eye!”

Devron roared with laughter.

“That shit burns! Gooey hot chocolate laced with salt. I mean, maybe it would have been better if it wasn’t still hot from the oven.

“She immediately tried to dig it out—which I’m not even sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing—and I’m just there sobbing like a school kid that’d been Maced.”

“Stawp. . . .” Devron said between breaths. “Please, I can’t breathe, man.”

“Anyway— Come on, it’s not that funny. Anyway, from that day on, it was just our thing. I guess it stuck with me, and now that I think about it, it feels stupid.”

Devron sucked in a breath and slapped Dhane on the back. “It ain’t stupid. I’d say it’s sweet, but apparently, it’s salty!”

“Oh, shut up.”

“Man . . . what I wouldn’t give for a brownie! You know, there was a time I wanted to take after my momma and bake all the goodies. I did for a bit. She was so damn proud.”

“You can bake?”

“I know some stuff. Problem is, we got no ingredients. And it’s not like we can run to our local food mart.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice. So what happened?”

“Oh, you know, peer pressure and stuff. Turns out, flour and sugar is a girly pursuit. My pops thought I was wastin’ my natural gifts: big and strong, ya see?

“I went into sports, and things were good. I might look back on it now, wishin’ I gotta spend more time with my momma—always at practice or games or school, never a moment for the kitchen. But life was good, and she loved me all the same. Just shows our days are full of passions and not enough time.”

“Truer words,” Dhane said, thoughts twisting around the many things he wanted to do back in the physical world.

His piano was always there, gathering dust, the lessons booklet permanently stuck on page six. He could play the C major scale perfectly and nothing else.

His novel was still in the eternal world-building stage. He had notebooks and multicolored Post-it Notes filled with the scribbles of random thoughts, but never a word of prose, of trying to make any of it work within a cohesive whole.

After a full day of work, it was always easier to push those interests off until tomorrow or next week, expecting a lifetime to make them happen.

Then death ripped it all away.

Silence fell between them.

Dhane looked about the shrunken valley. There were lots and lots of Cobalins milling about, many of which were watching him like idle WarCraft peons, waiting for their assignments.

The cemetery was still quiet. “We should have a lot more Cobalins than . . . this,” he said. “Before Dedu Tedu fell, Ceratree City had over two hundred slaves. There’s got to be five hundred, a thousand?”

“Hmm.” Devron scratched his chin. “Could they have rebuilt the cemetery?”

“Dammit! Of course. If they knew how to build a cemetery of Shadow in the first place, there’s nothing stopping them from just fixing the one I destroyed.” He let out an annoyed breath.

“We’ll get them, man.”

“We can’t even take care of the ones we have.”

Devron snapped his fingers. “Ah! That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about. While you were off snoozin’, I read this here guide in the Help app.” He summoned his phone and held it out for Dhane to see.

¤ Guides

» Build More Pylons: Your Guide for Successful Town Management

“Get the reference?” Devron asked. “It’s totally StarCraft, man!”

“You played StarCraft?”

“Hells to the ya! I used to be in a clan. They called me the Black Fox, and I climbed the ladder every day. In fact, I got to rank C once, high 1,500s.”

“C?”

“Indeed. I’m quite proud of that. But my favorite was playin’ 4v4 on Big Game Hunters and makin’ an army of Carriers.”

“Not Void Rays?

“Void Rays?” he asked, brow scrunched. “There were no Void Rays in StarCraft.”

“You didn’t play the second one?”

“There’s a StarCraft 2!” Devron shouted, grabbing Dhane by the shoulders. “WHEN?”

“Like ten years ago. . . .”

“Man, that makes no damn sense. We got here at the same time. Ugh! Why did I have to go off and die, huh?”

“How did you die anyway?”

Devron paused for a moment, then shook his head. “Uh-uh. Nope. I’m not tellin’ a soul. But that’s beside the point. You are the leader, and it’s about time you started leadin’. You should have a new app named after the village.”

As soon as Devron said it, Dhane mentally sensed the app. He summoned his phone and tapped the aptly named icon: Dedu Tedu Novus.

¤ Dedu Tedu Novus [Notification]

» Congratulations! You are the leader of Dedu Tedu Novus. This app provides information on your village as it grows, advances, and unlocks new buildings and tech.

“Now, good sir,” Devron said, “may I direct your attention to here.” He pointed at the top of the screen. “Ya see? The village type is unspecified. Ain’t nobody can do anythin’ until you set the type.

“Full disclosure and all, I only read about the types. They needed a too long, didn’t read version. Or maybe a Khan Academy—YouTube? Somethin’ with pictures would do nicely.”

Dhane tapped the village type, and three options appeared: Open, Guided, and Controlled. Each had its own help bubble, but Devron was quick to explain their differences.

“You see, man, Open is for definin’ the village’s area of influence and just gettin’ out of the way. People do whatever the hell they want. You set taxes and land fees, then focus on more important things like research, defense, and adventurin’.”

He pointed to the next option. “Guided is like . . . hmm, you ever play SimCity?”

“Dude, I grew up on SimCity.”

“Is that right? So it’s like that. You define areas where people can build, though what they build is up to them.”

Dhane nodded. It seemed to be pretty straightforward. “So Controlled is SimCity, except I have a hand in everything that’s built?”

“You got it. Controlled is like those Anno games. Need a farm? You plop it down and define the space for the fields. Need a house? It goes right on there. Then the people move in and work the jobs as they choose to, so long as you provide the resources they want.”

Having seen the original Dedu Tedu in all of its disarray, it was clear that the Cobalins needed some form of organization. But did he want complete control? Could he trust them to not overproduce one type of resource while underproducing another?

Perhaps the more important question was, could they afford such freedoms right now? There was no telling what lengths the priests of Light and their army would go to purge the Cobalins from this heaven.

Dhane really liked the idea of letting people decide their own paths. However, it just didn’t seem practical right now. “Is this permanent?”

“Nope! But ya gonna run into limitations, such as workin’ around buildings already built. For the most part, you’re free to change the type whenever.”

Dhane hesitated for only a moment, then selected Controlled. It’d be the fastest way to get things done. Depending on how the war went, he could change the type to Guided and give more freedoms to the Cobalins.

Once the village type was selected, the screen changed to reveal a small Dedu Tedu Novus from above, surrounded by a forest and dozens of large ponds.

Gridlines ran through the inn, cemetery, and across the open stretches of grass. Most of the lines formed green squares, indicating available space for new buildings.

“I’m gonna leave ya to it,” Devron said. “I wouldn’t mind explorin’ the area a bit, see what’s out there, ya know?”

Dhane did know, and Dhane most certainly wanted to tag along. He had only really seen parts of Ceratree—the giant forest and fields of pink trees—each a beautiful place he could get lost in. Terralacoos, no doubt, had many of its own wonders to uncover.

But Dhane was a king. Kings had boring responsibilities, responsibilities that wouldn’t take care of themselves, especially considering the Cobalins and their general idleness.

Speaking of responsibilities, he asked, “Have you seen Knock yet?”

Devron squinted in thought, then slowly shook his head. “Nope, can’t say I have. Ya think he’s still down there?”

“Where else would he be?”

“Don’t know. Maybe out to find that girl of his?”

“Shit brow—”

Devron eyed him, a grin stretching along his lips. “You don’t have to change anythin’ because of me. You be you, man.”

“It’s not that. Well, not entirely. It used to be endearing, an inside joke, but without the emotions attached, it feels empty.”

“Why not change it up then? Shit broccoli!”

“That’s a mouthful.”

“Shit bunnies!”

“Hmm, better. . .?”

“Shit tuna? Ah! I like this one. Sort of rolls off the tongue.”

“Sounds disgusting.”

“Then I’d say it’s perfect. ‘Get your shit tuna ass out of my village!’ ”

Dhane sighed. “Knock couldn’t have gone for Desley and his other friends. There’s no way out besides the waypoint. Actually, have you seen her?”

“Never met the little lady.”

“Oi, I don’t like this. He could be stuck down there, fighting for his life.”

“Wouldn’t worry too much about it. If he dies, he’ll Return here.”

“And if he’s stuck in some hole?”

“Then he’d message someone, right?”

“Most of the Cobalins don’t have phones or . . . GameBoys or whatever they use. And that reminds me, I don’t even have your contact information.”

“Hells, man, I didn’t think about that.” Devron summoned his phone, opened his Contacts app, and held it out. “Bop it, twist it, pull it. Ya know, like that old toy?”

“For a jock, you sure are a nerd,” Dhane said with a chuckle, then bopped his phone to Dev’s. A confirmation window appeared, and he tapped Accept.

“I take that as a compliment. Besides, I haven’t played sports in like a decade. Messed up my knee, senior year.”

“Oh, sorry.”

“Nah, don’t be. How do ya think I gotta play so much StarCraft? Momma didn’t want me in the kitchen, puttin’ weight on my leg.

“Anyway, don’tcha worry about Knock. He’s a tough little guy. If he doesn’t Return in the next few hours, we can go down and check.”

“Yeah, alright,” Dhane said, then remembered a rather important thing to remember. “Hey, Dev? If you’re going out to explore, take as many of the Cobalins with you.”

“The Cobalins?”

“We’re completely out of food, and they aren’t doing anything. There’s got to be berries, herbs, and maybe mobs that could drop meat. And . . . actually, if we can figure out fishing or maybe spearfishing, that could definitely help.”

“Now you’re thinkin’ like a leader. Consider it done.” Devron jogged back to the cemetery, leaving Dhane with a whole lot of village planning to do.

Work work. . . .

“LISTEN UP!” Devron bellowed like a drill instructor. “Your Demon King wants food, so get ya lazy, shit tuna asses down here and let’s go scavengin’!”

Oh, shit . . . bunnies?


Chapter
Seven



You use shit as a modifier for so long and it just doesn’t feel right alone. However, bunnies probably wasn’t the noun Dhane was searching for.

If not bunnies, then . . . buckets? It was a decent possibility. But did it have to start with a B? Then again, he certainly wasn’t about to use shit tuna.

There was—a long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away—a blurry-faced friend from college who used to say, Shiitake mushrooms!

She wasn’t a fan of swearing, so that was the closest she got. Oh, and her other favorite, Mother-fudging party pooper! Fudging could also be farting and said with such derision and disdain that no one mistook the intent.

To him, the words didn’t much matter. It was silly to think one nice word was any better than a bad word when, in the end, the intent was the same: funneling negative emotions toward something or out into the void.

<Crappy Cobalins!> Octoralis projected with a swirl of pride for her alliteration. Well, she was a part of his soul, after all, so figures of rhetoric were not unexpected.

He chuckled. “Probably not the best, given that I’m their current king, right. . .?”

She reluctantly agreed, then her stomach sent psychic grumblings at him. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another. Still, she had been beyond patient.

“What do you think,” he said, knowing a great way to repay that patience, “of killing some tainted crabs?”

<Can we, Daddy!>

“Yes, but . . . I need to work on this first.”

<You do important work. I go alone?>

“You can do that?”

She projected a humming sound tinged with uncertainty. <Maybe? Do not know.>

If anything, it would be a good test to see how far apart they could be. In fact, it could answer a number of unknowns . . .

How far could she go? What happened to her if she went too far? If she killed something, would he get experience? What about the loot? Could she pick it up, or did he have to? Did loot expire?

The only question that summoned the arcane knowledge at the back of his mind was concerning loot. It did expire after an hour, and when it did, the world moved it into random treasure chests.

“Alright,” he said. “But if anything feels different, let me know, okay?”

<I will, Daddy!> she projected, then jumped from his soul, swirling in the air as smoke that then solidified into her giant self.

The Cobalin who had been trying to till the ground returned, staggering with his arms full of tools: shovel, pitchfork, sickle, and pickaxe. He promptly dropped it all, screamed, and darted back to the shed.

Octoralis giggled.

A mental thought of the green Cobalin in a large pot invaded Dhane’s mind before it promptly disappeared.

<Bad bad bad, spider!> Octoralis projected. <Cobalins are friends, not food. . . .>

Dhane chuckled again, and Octoralis scurried through the large opening that led down to the king crab and a world full of tainted mobs.

The Cobalin, who had escaped what he likely considered a near-death experience, popped his head out from the shed and looked around.

“She’s gone,” Dhane said.

The Cobalin let out a breath, straightened, and tugged at his scraps of clothes as if a tug here and there would make him all the more presentable.

Seeing as this was one of the rare Cobalins who had taken the initiative to do something, Dhane asked, “What’s your name?”

“Me-me-me? You speak to-to me?”

“No,” Dhane said, waving a hand in the air with fake impatience. He pointed behind the Cobalin. “I’m talking to shovel behind you.”

The Cobalin turned, found the mentioned shovel, and nodded as if that made perfect sense. It didn’t. Shovels rarely had names; if they did, they usually didn’t talk much.

But . . . magical worlds and all. . . .

“Oh-oh! Scuse me, Mr. Shovel!” the Cobalin shouted, brows curling with a mixture of confusion and a bit of panic, now glancing between the VIP shovel that warranted the King of Shadows’s attention and at the Cobalin’s own pile of carelessly discarded tools that just might have names of their own.

“That’s Mrs. Shovel,” Dhane said, shaking his head. “Everyone should be able to identify the fine structural differences between a male and female shovel.”

“A-a-apologies, ma’am.”

Dhane laughed, and the sound, beyond anything else, made the little green guy jump. “I’m just playing with you,” he said. “What’s your name?”

The Cobalin tapped the shovel, seemingly expecting her to jump to life and start jabbering. And when nothing happened, he said, “A joke? Hehehe, a joke! I see, I see. Name is Tooky, Lord Shadow.”

What was up with all the Cobalins having odd names? Then again, what a human considered normal would likely be odd to a Cobalin.

“It’s nice to meet you, Tooky,” Dhane said and walked up to the guy, holding his hand out. “I’m Dhane.”

“Ye-yes, Lord Shadow.”

“Dhane.”

“Understand, Lord Shadow.”

“No . . . just Dhane. None of this Lord Shadow stuff.”

The Cobalin quickly brushed his hand on his ragged clothes and shook Dhane’s hand. “It be-be nice to me-meet you . . . Lord Dhane?”

Pfft. Oh well, it was close enough. And now, all he had to do was repeat this awkward interaction with a few hundred more Cobalins. Yay.

Tooky Tooky Tooky. . . . Remembering the names of a handful of people wasn’t extraordinarily difficult, especially for a journalist: retaining all the minute details was simply an expected part of the job. But as king? He was going to need to remember everyone he met.

Good thing, then, that there was an app for that. Well, besides the Contact app, which most Cobalins, apparently, didn’t have access to.

No . . . this was even better, predominantly—he realized—because of his crazy cool mental access to his soul phone.

He had the Notes app.

In life, it wasn’t anything amazing. The Notes app was simple and utilitarian. It existed as a default piece of ignored software.

But his access to the information without summoning his phone made it into a treasure trove of knowledge, his personal Wikipedia. Brainopedia? Brain Bucket? His Mental Database.

“What are you trying to do?” Dhane asked as he summoned his phone. The Notes app opened with options to create folders and notes. He’d definitely need to devise a system for organizing information.

For now, he tapped in Cobalin Names for the note’s title, and the autocorrect changed it to Cobbling Names. Even in heaven, autocorrect was a pain in the ass. . . .

“Oh, yes! Food,” Tooky said. “Cobalins in need of food, en I-I want to plant seeds, grow food for Rendy en others.”

“You have seeds?” Dhane asked. He really needed to take inventory of everything they had. From what he had seen, there was basic equipment for farming, lumbering, mining, building, and even some items for terraforming.

“Yes-yes, Lord Dhane. The shed has this many seeds,” he held his fingers out for seven.

“Seven . . . types of seeds?”

Tooky shook his head. “Only find one type: carrots! But I no care; I like de carrots.”

“Still, with only seven seeds, we’re not going to have many carrots, not with”—Dhane motioned to all the groups of Cobalins being wrangled together by Devron—“this many Cobalins.”

“No. . . . Not seven. But carrots grow speedy-weedy, en then we craft carrot into more seeds!” The small Cobalin grinned like an evil genius about to raise his horde of minions . . . little orange minions. The guy must really-really like carrots.

A bit of new information swirled up from the depths of Dhane’s subconscious. All seeds—or anything that could be planted and grown: bulbs, potato starts, and the like—were simply created by sacrificing the food item before its expiration date.

If they had a carrot, they could easily craft it into multiple carrot seeds. The type of vegetable or fruit determined how many seeds each would provide.

Heaven’s farming system was like Minecraft.

And yet, Tooky couldn’t plant anything because the village was under Controlled management. Dhane had to provide a section that could be used as a carrot field.

“Tooky?”

“Ye-yes, Lord Dhane?” the Cobalin asked, dropping his deranged, carrot-addicted smile.

“Would you like to be the Carrot Master?”

Tooky didn’t have a second’s worth of hesitation. “I do, I do! I grow em, en water em, en take good care of em!”

“Then it’s official,” Dhane said, reaching out and shaking Tooky’s hand again. “You are the official Carrot Master, and I’ll . . . figure out how to designate an area for farming. Until then, can you put all of the non-farming equipment away?”

“I will do it, do it! Right nowy!” Tooky charged back toward his discarded pile of equipment. On his way, he noticed other pieces of equipment leftover from last night and chose to grab them as well.

This prompted a bit of confusion related to loot and items. And, as convenient as ever, his magical knowledge was there to help.

Apparently, all items could be loot, and all loot could be items. The two, however, were only different in their current state of being.

Loot dropped from slain mobs, popped out of treasure chests, materialized from mining, and so on. Loot were the unclaimed items of the world.

If an apple fell from an apple tree, it was loot. And since such an occurrence often happened in relation to no other event, it was general loot, claimable by anyone.

If the apple dropped from a slain mob, the person—and party—who killed the mob would be the only ones that could see and claim it. This was private loot.

Claimed loot became items and were governed by different rules. Items, if dropped, would not expire after an hour like loot. They lingered and could be taken by anyone who came across them.

Garbage, as determined by the item’s worth, would automatically clean itself up. This was similar to how loot expired, but instead of garbage being stored in random chests for adventurers to find—how greatly disappointing that would be—it simply wisped away into heaven’s metaphysical dump.

With his curiosity appeased, Dhane set out to create a carrot field, which just so happened to require more tinkering with the new Dedu Tedu Novus app.

The top of the screen provided information on wealth, population, resources, status, and diplomacy.

¤ Dedu Tedu Novus

× Village · Lvl. 1

·

« Wealth [0 gold]

» Income: 0 gold per day

» Upkeep: 0 gold per day

·

« Population [268 entities]

» Undesignated: 87

» Adventurers: 2

» Farmers: 1

» Scavengers: 174

» Workers: 4

·

« Resources

» Logs: 60

» Hardened Logs: 40

» Thatch: 200

» Cobblestone: 500

» Stone: 50

·

« Status [Peaceful]

» No building limitations at this time.

·

« Diplomacy

» War with Riverport

» War with Glimmerpond

» War with Vehelum

» War with Ceratree City

» War with Golden Valley

» War with Silva Garden

» War with Seezy

Huh, Tooky was already identified as a Farmer, and all of Devron’s Cobalins were now marked as Scavengers.

Since Dhane didn’t assign any roles, the system must operate off of intent. And it wasn’t his intent. He didn’t specify which Cobalins to be Workers or Scavengers. They did that on their own.

In that case, the population list was entirely dynamic. And— Oooh! By tapping a role, little green dots appeared on the map to indicate their location.

There were also red dots.

Enemies?

But not many of them, and most were scattered about, likely neutral mobs. The only exception to this was three grouped-up dots that, as soon as he spotted them, disappeared, one by one.

Well, even neutral mobs could group up with similar types. Maybe they were the lost Sumilians wandering the forest?

The scavenging Cobalins should be able to find them. Would the Cobalins be able to kill neutral mobs? None of them had weapons beyond a random rock or stick. And if they were able to, would the mobs eventually respawn?

Yes. So sayeth his mind. Well, kind of yes. Neutral mobs didn’t Return as those of Light or Shadow did. A copy of the mob would eventually gather enough life essence to materialize.

This was a good thing since mobs would, no doubt, drop meat. They also provided ways to gain experience. Now, if only he could figure out how to give the Cobalins soul phones or GameBoys, things would be looking pretty good.

Then something interesting and potentially alarming happened. The population counter decreased from 268 to 253, then from 253 to 237.

The green dots were disappearing beyond the edge of a square that surrounded the village, denoting the village’s area of influence.

He tapped the population and the counter updated. Instead of only showing the current number of people in the village, it showed the current population in relation to all the people who had been inside the village within the last day.

Another tap changed the maximum population setting for three days, then a week, a month, and a year. Past that, he could select a specific year—oh, look at that, the current year is 176d—or he could enter a custom date range.

There was even an option to display the data in colorful graphs and compare one date range to another. It was Google Analytics for villages; Village Analytics?

Hey . . . did they have heat maps, referrals, and average time in the village? Gender ratios and age brackets?

Perhaps they did, but those were statistics to explore another day. Pretty soon, he’d have to get everyone to agree to one of those wonderful cookie consent forms before entering:

By using Dedu Tedu Novus, you agree to our terms of service and privacy policy. If you do not accept our delicious green-frosted cookies, the village may shove a spit up your ass and cook you over an open fire.

Anyway. . . .

The Cobalins were simply leaving the village’s area of influence. To expand this area of influence, he’d have to clear the land of enemies and then buy it from the System. Land prices were based on the available natural resources, size, and distance from the village.

There were other limitations and considerations to be made, but for now, all he had to do was denote a small section of land—land they already owned—for farming.

As far as Dhane could tell, he had two options. The first was entirely free. The second required resources and money.

Similar to SimCity and zoning areas for residential, commercial, and industrial, he could do the same for the farm. The main difference was how he had more control over what the zoned area permitted, such as only allowing a farm to grow carrots.

Zoning an area didn’t require any resources upfront. But if something needed to be built, resources would then be required. A residential zone didn’t cost anything; building houses did.

The second option was to use a preset blueprint. There were a bunch of available buildings, from specialized resource gathering and resource refining to shacks, shops, and lemonade stands. More could be imported from the Building app.

Each blueprint had myriad options for customization: colors, size, shape, materials, added features, and . . . premium skins for an extra cost?

Oi. Heaven has microtransactions. Maybe this isn’t heaven. . . . It’s the “Good Place.”

That was a disturbing thought that didn’t seem all too far from the truth, given his experiences thus far. One day, when his people weren’t starving and homeless, he’d explore the philosophical differences between heaven, hell, and the place they called Olindale.

These blueprints, unlike zoning an area, required upfront resources and money, which was most definitely bonkers. Sure, the materials made sense, but why charge for a building when he could zone an area and build a house for only the resource cost?

Questions beget more questions. . . .

Tooky cleaned the entire area of abandoned items, from chains to chisels. He was impatiently patient with how he constantly paced in place, having nothing else to do but wait.

Dhane did a reverse pinch on his phone, and the map zoomed in. The grid lines grew farther apart, and a number at the bottom left indicated the space between lines. He tapped it and was presented with options to set the grid to a specific size.

He made each grid square equal to one foot by one foot. The lines snapped into place, filling the screen with little squares, most of which were green.

“How much space do you need?” he asked Tooky, who stopped pacing so suddenly he stumbled over his bare feet.

“Space? For carrots?”

“For your field. We could start with something small and add to it as needed.”

Tooky nodded with eager excitement to get started. “Yes, Lord Dhane. Small is good!”

Dhane tapped the zoning controls, selected the farming option, and limited it to carrot production. He then marked a spot about fifty feet behind the inn.

A one-by-one foot square materialized. The lines were bold and orange, filling the center with the same color but mostly transparent.

Tooky looked at it, looked at the overly large hoe he was holding in his overly small hands, then looked at his king before saying, “It . . . be-be perfect, Lord Dhane!”

Dhane smiled, doing his best to hide his emotions. A one-square-foot garden patch wasn’t a field at all. And yet, this revealed something important, something he had wanted to test.

He asked, “Do you need anything else?”

“No, no! I make . . . er, lots of carrots!”

Dhane nodded and started to turn but then said, “Are you sure it’s not too small?”

“You make. You know best. I no gripe.”

“So if I do it, it’s automatically right?”

“Yes-yes! I follow great King of—”

“Tooky.”

“Yes, Lord Dhane?”

“I’m going cliff jumping!” Dhane said with a sudden bout of excitement as if diving into a splat at the bottom was a fun pastime for kings. “You should come.”

The Cobalin stopped and eyed the small orange square. The colors were bleeding trails of light up into the air, slowly diminishing the visual clues to the zone but not the zone itself.

“I . . .” Tooky said, his hands gripping and releasing the hoe’s shaft. “I am de Master of Carrots. I be needed here, I think.”

“But if I said you should come, don’t I know best? Perhaps the carrots can wait. A good splat really clears the mind, I tell you.”

Tooky grimaced. His hands started to shake, so he gripped the hoe’s shaft until his green knuckles changed to a light yellow.

“Tooky,” Dhane said in a reassuring voice, “you’re not a slave anymore. You get to make your own decisions now. And while I am flattered you think I know everything, I can assure you I most definitely do not.”

“You don’t?”

“A king’s responsibility is delegation. You are the Master of Carrots, so I imagine you’ll learn all there is to be the best carrot grower in Terralacoos.”

“Yes-yes! I will grow em real good.”

“Okay, so answer me honestly. Is this a big enough field?”

Tooky eyed the small patch of zoned land still covered in green grass. “Carrots needy one more square, I think. But tomorrow, carrots needy”—he counted his fingers—“eight squares.”

“Holy shit. They grow that fast?”

“Like weeds! Seed to carrot, one day. Carrot to four more seeds. You see?”

“Tomorrow, you need eight squares, then 32, then . . . 128, I believe. That should grow,” he said, then tapped the numbers into his Calculator app, “448 carrots a day.”

“Yes-yes, big number of goody carrots.”

Dhane swiped back to the Dedu Tedu Novus app and drew a 16×8 zone for Tooky’s farm. The orange lines descended upon the grass and glowed, covering and erasing the previous 1×1 square.

“Alright,” he said, “if you need any more space—or anything else that will help you do your job better—you let me know, okay?”

“I-I will, Lord Dhane! Thank you, thank you!” Tooky immediately started swinging his hoe and digging up chunks of the grass. These chunks flaked away into streams of green that then hovered as general loot bubbles, each revealing a thick patch of grass within.

Huh. Since Tooky didn’t have a soul device, he didn’t have an Inventory app. Without a way to store loot, it automatically dropped as general loot.

Tooky tapped the floating bubbles of unclaimed items. Instead of shifting into white balls of light and diving into his chest, they materialized as chunks of grass that were promptly tossed to the side.

Well then, in a few days, they would have a grand production of carrots. Combine that with Devron’s army of scavengers, and maybe they’d all have something to eat soon.

That left the little problem of housing. There were nearly three hundred Cobalins. With any luck, there would be many, many more to come. It was unreasonable to expect all of them to sleep out beneath the water dome every night.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs placed a solid foundation on food, water, warmth, rest, and security.

Houses provided better rest, better rest improved general happiness, and a happy Cobalin would be a more productive Cobalin.

Dhane opened the blueprints section and navigated to the residential category. There were lean-tos, huts, and cabins available at their current village level.

Blueprints [Residential]

¤ Lean-to [2 residents]

× Residential Building · Tier 1

·

» Constructed from easily gathered resources, the lean-to is the most basic and easiest-to-construct dwelling that provides room for two individuals.

·

« Cost

» 6 Copper

» 6× Branches

» 30× Plant Fiber

¤ Hut [4 residents]

× Residential Building · Tier 1

·

» Built from logs and thatch, the hut not only provides more room—able to hold four individuals—but offers a significant improvement for warmth, comfort, and security.

·

« Cost

» 7 Silver

» 15× Logs

» 16× Thatch

¤ Cabin [6 residents]

× Residential Building · Tier 1

·

» At four times the size of a hut, cabins offer far more protection, comfort, and space, being able to hold six individuals within three rooms. Includes a basic kitchen and living room with fireplace.

·

« Cost

» 2 Gold, 3 Silver

» 20× Hardened Logs

» 100× Cobblestones

» 40× Thatch

First, it still didn’t make sense why the blueprints cost money. Was it a convenience fee? Perhaps it just made assembling the building all that much easier and thus worth the extra expense.

Second, the descriptions appeared to be written for humans. In fact, none of the blueprints looked anything like the old Dedu Tedu buildings, which were mostly made of stone.

Was this because he was a human? Would a Cobalin town leader be given different building options? Maybe it was only a style difference, or different races received different bonuses and disadvantages.

Third, since all of the descriptions were for humans—and a human was twice the size of a Cobalin—it went without saying that he could double the potential occupancy for each dwelling.

Dhane checked the village’s resources again.

¤ Resources

» Logs: 60

» Hardened Logs: 40

» Thatch: 200

» Cobblestone: 500

» Stone: 50

With these resources—and his 5 gold, 9 silver, and 2 copper he had on hand—he could make four huts and a cabin. If they doubled the occupancy for each, that would provide a home for 56 Cobalins.

It wasn’t enough, but it was a start. They could reward the Cobalins who worked hard or took the initiative to solve a problem without being asked, Cobalins like Rendy and Tooky.

Right now, the two main bottlenecks were logs and money. They had hatchets and axes. As for money . . . there were mobs? Loot? Or—duh!—they could sell their excess.

In fact, Tooky could grow hundreds—thousands?—more carrots than they needed in order to sell them to the System. They had the land and a lot of idle Cobalins to do the work, work that would then get rewarded with a nice home and food.

Hmm. It probably wasn’t the most efficient way of earning money, though. Did the System fluctuate the value of items based on supply and demand? His mind said no, it didn’t. The System provided a base value for everything, but that value was far less than what a merchant would pay.

Of course, they might not even need money. It’d be worth trying out a blueprint just to see how beneficial they were. And if he was going to test one, why not try a complex building?

Dhane moved back to the cobblestone road across from the cemetery and reasonably close to the inn. He tapped ¤ Cabin [Tier. 1] and dragged it onto the map. Blue lines—sparkling and slightly transparent—hovered in the air.

A Cobalin stood directly beneath the ghostly building. He dragged a dirty-looking rag doll, thumb in his mouth, seemingly unaware of the construction lines above, choosing instead to stare at the terrifying King of Shadows.

“Oh, hello,” Dhane said to the little guy who had, up until that moment, completely evaded his notice. “You want to be a builder?” They’d certainly need a dedicated crew of builders.

The Cobalin didn’t reply, didn’t seem capable of replying. He just stared and sucked his thumb, a thin line of drool slipping down his hand toward the grass.

“Well,” Dhane said with a polite smile and firm nod, “grab a hammer, and you can help.”

He tapped the Accept button.

A sudden burst of materials shot out of his phone as if caught in a tornado. The materials snapped into place, filling in the blueprint that hovered in the air.

The tiny Cobalin watched this, eyes now seeing the blueprint that wasn’t a blueprint anymore. He squeaked like a dog’s chew toy. His eyes bulged, now cast in the shadow of the flying cabin overhead.

He held his arms out as if wanting to be picked up. Then, similar to how he magically appeared out of nowhere, he was gone, in place of the cabin that slammed to the ground and shook the world.

Oh, shit buckets. . . .


Chapter
Eight



Okay, alright, so . . . that happened. It now made perfect sense why the blueprints required money. They weren’t guides, they were automated, self-assembling, magical thingamabobs.

Good to know.

Well, the cabin was very nice. It was totally worth the 2 gold, 3 silver he had spent to build it. Unfortunately, shimmering up through the finely crafted floorboards was a trailing soul that faded.

He looked around, relieved that no one was paying him any attention. Most of the Cobalins, after all, were out scavenging with Devron. Tooky was hard at work, oblivious to the world.

Then Dhane caught the alarmed stares of a dozen or so Cobalins standing behind cracked windows at the inn.

Maybe they didn’t see everything?

One of the Cobalins smashed her hands together, rotating them in opposite directions, obviously miming something being squished.

Le sigh. At least it was an immediate and painless way to go. The squished little guy would Return later and be perfectly fine and . . . probably naked and . . . likely without his toy thing.

Dhane waved and gave them an unconvincing smile, more of a grimace than anything. It was important to be confident as king. Kings didn’t make mistakes. But all that meant was he had purposely dropped a cabin on a Cobalin.

Le sigh, again.

He stepped inside the newly built cabin, lest his burning ears give away his shame. Mentally, he could see himself updating a Days Since Last Accident sign. Had there been any days without accidents?

The cabin was cozy, smelling of freshly cut wood. It didn’t have glass windows; it had round openings with shutters that let in the refreshing air and sunlight.

The living room doubled as a dining room. A table grew from the floor’s center, held atop thick branches. But no chairs.

There was a cobblestone fireplace on one side and a small kitchen on the other. A short hallway led to the three empty rooms.

They would need to build or buy beds for everyone. Great, just another thing to add to the list: three hundred beds. . . .

<Daddy?> Octoralis projected, her voice tiny and hard to hear.

“Yes?”

<Daddy, you hear me?> she asked.

Apparently and obviously, when she was out of earshot, she couldn’t hear him. He focused his thoughts and replied, I hear you.

<You so far away, Daddy! Feels weird. . . .>

How so? he asked.

<Our tether is weak. I do not think I can desummon.>

That could definitely be a problem. Octoralis was his ace up his sleeve, his Keyblade, his Frostmourne, his Buster Sword. Without her, he was seriously lacking in the fighting category, a category he most definitely needed to not be so reliant on her for.

How far down are you? he asked.

<At bottom,> she projected. <Big Gigeneepa sends greetings. He wants more mana. Asks when you come back.>

Dhane laughed. Soon, he projected. Tell him I’ll be down in a bit. I just need to finish some things up here. Have you killed anything yet?

<Nope!> she projected. <I about to. Can I, Daddy?>

He sent back a psychic nod and vaguely felt her excitement in return. Nearly a minute later, a fluttering warmth percolated into the back of his mind. He didn’t even see the purple disks. His experience increased 194 points to 1,114/11,000xp.

<Did it work, Daddy?>

It . . . did, he projected to her, then remembered the next most important thing. Did the crab drop loot?

<Good good good! Umm, yes! I see loot: two quartz crab meat; 6 copper. But, Daddy . . . I cannot touch them.> A pinprick of annoyance projected across their connection.

Just the fact that she could kill mobs on her own and earn him experience was—in many ways—a hugely unfair advantage. It opened a whole new world of possibilities in progression strategies. If she could pick up the loot as well, Soul Spider would be a broken implicit skill, way overpowered.

That’s okay, he projected. He needed to head down there anyway, and the loot wouldn’t disappear for an hour.

Dhane scratched his chin. There were still a lot of unknowns they needed to explore. He told her to keep going, to kill as many of the tainted crabs as she wanted.

And, he continued, make sure you check in every few minutes. Just say, ‘Can you hear me now?’ and I’ll reply.

<Okay, Daddy,> she projected with a tiny swirl of distant glee. It was clear that she loved being out and about, making her own decisions, decisions that not only gave her the satisfaction—and whatever food she got from a kill—but also contributed to his progression.

They grow up so fast. . . .

With her now focused on slaughtering all the annoying tainted crabs, he could dig a bit further into areas of town development. The Cobalins needed homes, and homes required resources.

The three resources they needed for cabins—besides money—were hardened logs, cobblestones, and thatch. Thinking about these resources spawned the appropriate knowledge about how they were obtained.

Everything had a path of progression. Wood, for instance, started with branches that could be gathered without needing a tool. Then there were logs, hardened logs, and various higher-tier logs based on their hardness factor and magical properties.

The details for these higher-tier resources were sparse. The point, however, was that everything progressed toward something better and more expensive. Using a higher-tier resource would improve the quality of the item or building being created.

Cobblestones were a simple resource that could be found anywhere, especially in riverbeds. Though, with the use of a shovel, hardened cobblestones could be dug up and used to improve a building’s durability rating.

Thatch was made from plant fiber, a resource that could be crafted from most non-tree, non-bush plants. If he found cilantro, he could keep it as an herb or craft it down into plant fiber.

Gem Thatch was crafted using water reeds instead of plant fiber. It was the next tier of thatch, improving both function and appearance. Then Golden Thatch was the next tier, requiring long straw or wheat reeds and the use of a thatching rake.

The better the equipment, the better the resource. The better the resource, the better the end result. This all begged the question, what equipment did they have access to?

Dhane tapped the village’s inventory, which was currently linked to a single shed, a shed with only 100 item slots. For an entire building—and given the fact that his Inventory app had 100 slots—that made no damn sense.

But what did he know?

¤ Inventory [66/100 slots]

× Shed · Tier 1

·

« Resources [19 slots]

» 60× Logs [6 slots]

» 20× Hardened Logs [2 slots]

» 400× Cobblestone [4 slots]

» 160× Thatch [2 slots]

» 50× Stone [5 slots]

·

« Equipment [47 slots]

» 4× Shovel

» 3× Hoe

» 4× Sickle

» 4× Pitchfork

» 4× Thatching Rake

» 4× Hatchet

» 4× Felling Axe

» 4× Pickaxe

» 4× Chisel

» 4× Hammer

» 4× Stone Hammer

» 4× Fishing Rod

Each resource had a stacking amount. Logs could stack up to 10 before requiring another inventory slot. Cobblestones, however, could stack 100 per slot. Each equipment item took up its own slot.

There would come a time when they’d need another shed or warehouse or maybe even a bank for valuable items.

These thoughts summoned new information about storage security. There were different tiers for storage buildings, tiers that allowed for more granular control over who had access and how much they could withdraw, be it items or coins.

Yes, yes, there was always something better around the corner. But for now, they had all the basic equipment they needed to gather resources.

<Can you hear me now?> Octoralis projected, like a whisper at the back of his mind.

Yup, he replied and walked out of the cabin, phone in hand. There was a crowd of Cobalins standing outside the doorway, some in awestruck wonder, others in the midst of licking the outer walls.

“Why would you—” He sucked in a breath, deciding such a question was stupid. These were Cobalins, after all. They were going to put inedible things in their mouths whether he liked it or not.

“Just don’t bite the walls,” he said. They didn’t need an army of beavers gnawing holes into their new buildings and chairs and beds and everything else new, nice, and teeth-mark-free.

Rendy smacked the head of a Cobalin who was getting a little too familiar with the newly crafted log cabin. The guy rubbed his head and stared at Rendy, eyebrows pinched.

“It’s good you’re here,” Dhane said, moving on to more important things and passively wondering how building repairs worked.

Apparently, they just needed a bit of the original construction resources and money to repair a building. The cost was relative to the building’s current durability rating.

“Who here,” he said, drawing himself up and projecting his voice with kingly authority, “is the strongest?”

The Cobalins glanced everywhere but at him. They were like street urchins, beggars in desperate need of a bath and clean clothes.

Oi, they needed a way to create clothes. Or . . . they could just buy clothing from the System, which meant they needed more money.

A few of the Cobalins shifted their gaze to a sturdy-looking Cobalin who very much didn’t appreciate the attention. His arms were twice as thick as the others, and he stood a few inches taller.

“What’s your name?” Dhane asked, mentally preparing for another awkward exchange.

“Bigboy . . . Master,” the Cobalin muttered, chin stuck to his chest, digging his heel into the grass.

His name aside, the word Master made Dhane want to roll his eyes, to sigh with exaggeration, but that wasn’t kingly. The Cobalins needed a good example, not a melodramatic king.

“Listen up,” he said to the crowd of subservient green people. If being a king was about delegation, he could certainly delegate the spread of information. That, and it appeared he needed to be more specific and firm with what he told them.

He continued, “I am your King of Shadows, not your master. You will address me as Great Shadow,” he said, thinking about Knock and Desley, his two missing friends. If he had to endure a title, that one was better than anything else the Cobalins were coming up with.

“You are not my slaves,” he said. “You are the citizens of Dedu Tedu Novus, and I will work to protect you.” He cringed at the brief memory of dropping a cabin on a Cobalin, then added, “Or . . . punish those in need of punishing.”

This got their wide-eyed attention.

Great. What was that about impromptu decision-making? Oh, yes, he hated everything about it. Every word he said would carry consequences. He was so not king material.

“Or . . .” he continued, “reward those in need of a reward. If this village is to thrive, we need everyone to work together. But it is, and always will be, a choice. You are not slaves.

“Those who contribute to the village will get housing, food, and clothing. I will listen to your needs and work to solve them.

“Those who do not contribute are free to fend for themselves. Live in the forest, find your own food, build your own homes, and trade with us.”

Dhane turned to Rendy, and she gripped the ends of her skirt. “Rendy,” he said.

“Yes, Great Shadow?”

“For your work at the inn, you may have a room in this new cabin if you’d like. But you’ll need to share until we have more cabins available.”

Her eyebrows rose. She smiled and nodded with enthusiasm. “Thank you, Great Shadow!”

Dhane turned back to the others, their interests now piqued. “Bigboy?”

“Yes . . . mas— Great Shadow?” he said, peering up for the first time, forehead furrowed, hands pushed into his pockets. His eyes had a purple sheen, which was a peculiar attribute for a Cobalin.

Bigboy’s face was more square than oval. He had black hair that was braided and tied back. Bits of color poked out from his hair. They were little, painted carvings of animals.

“If we are to build more cabins,” Dhane said, “we need lumber, and the lumber team needs a Master of Lumber.” He paused to let the implication marinate, then said, “Is this something you would be interested in?”

Bigboy looked about the Cobalins who had thrust him into the spotlight. This was a guy who clearly liked being out by himself, enjoying the small things in life.

He nodded instead of saying anything.

“There are four felling axes in the shed and four hatchets. Gather a team of those you think will do a good job.”

“Th-thank you,” Bigboy said, now clutching his tattered shirt as if to calm his heart.

“Now,” Dhane said to everyone else, “spread my words so that all Cobalins know these things. Let them know they are not slaves, let them know they have a choice in the work they do, and let them know of the rewards they’ll soon receive.”

The Cobalins nodded, looking at each other. One raised her hand, standing on her tippy-toes to better get his attention.

Dhane pointed to her.

“What I do, Great Shadow?” Other Cobalins started raising their hands, faces lit up with smiles.

Hmm. “The cabins and huts that we make will need plant fiber. Or better yet, we could use a Master of Thatch,” he said, realizing that assigning a master of every resource type would definitely fall under the category of delegation.

She smiled broadly and looked at her friends. “I will do this thing if it pleases you, Great Shadow.”

“Thank you,” Dhane said. “And who might want to be the Master of Cobblestones?”

More than a dozen Cobalins still had their hands in the air. It was apparent that it didn’t matter what the resource was, they wanted to do it. Was that because they understood the need for these resources or because of the promised rewards?

Or was it only because he asked?

<Can you hear me now?> Octoralis asked, her psychic voice hardly a scratching noise at the back of his mind.

Barely, he projected back. Keep going. I think we’re about at our limit. And make a mark or something so I can see where you’ve been once I’m down there.

She didn’t reply. Or maybe she did, and he didn’t hear her? In any case, there wasn’t much he could do for Octoralis, and he had an idea about how to weed out Cobalins that were not Master material.

“For those who wish to be considered for the role of Master of Cobblestones, please form a line. I have a test.”

Nine Cobalins lined up. Everyone else moved to the sides to watch with excitement.

“What is the test?” Rendy asked.

Dhane summoned his bone mask and said, using his deeper king voice, “I shall peer into their souls.”

One of the volunteer Cobalins performed an immediate about-face, rejoining the audience. The others didn’t look so positively enthusiastic anymore.

Dhane mentally withdrew four gears from his inventory, willing them to appear at different times and in different locations. Wisps of smoke gathered around the forming objects, and he immediately deposited the gears, one by one.

The smoke shifted around, chasing the gears that were continuously being summoned and desummoned, forming a sort of hand that reached out from him.

Another of the volunteers jumped back, stumbling to his butt, shaking his head with enough force to communicate his one and only thought: Hell no.

And a third Cobalin pretended to get distracted by a blue bird that landed on a hedge across the road. She made an Oooh sound and drifted away.

The remaining six Cobalins filled in the space and stood tall, their toes curling, their hearts pounding.

A team leader needed to have confidence and a spine to stand up to his or her workers and get the job done.

Perhaps he should have done this for the other two masters. Or not. They had different qualifying attributes. Bigboy had strength, and . . . damn, he didn’t get her name; the female Cobalin was the first to personally request a position.

“If you stand still,” he said, voice a low baritone, slow and smooth, spoken with every bit of fake confidence he could portray, “this will probably not hurt.”

The Cobalins tensed, jaws clenched, taking shallow breaths and pretending to be as statue-like as reasonably possible.

Dhane shifted his smoke toward the first, a lean, determined Cobalin, his hair cut into a short mohawk. The little guy flinched when a gear materialized just enough to touch his cheek.

The next Cobalin held her ground, held her breath, and held her unblinking, watery gaze straight ahead. The smoke circled her head, and a tear escaped down her cheek.

Dhane stepped past her, suddenly and randomly curious as to how far away he could mentally summon an item.

For the third Cobalin, he pulled on the metal gear to summon thirty feet out behind her. It didn’t work. There was resistance as if the gear didn’t want to materialize, finding the Inventory app more to its liking.

He tried twenty feet, then again and again, a foot closer each time.

The Cobalin had her fists clenched into tight balls, waiting for the worst of it to be over.

At about fifteen feet, the gear reluctantly summoned, releasing a puff of smoke. He summoned the others in a quick line that shot toward the Cobalin’s back.

Everyone tensed. Someone pointed. Another screamed. And the candidate didn’t take any of that too well. She shrieked, covering her head, and dove through the surrounding Cobalins, shoving her way toward the safety of the inn.

The three remaining candidates now looked less eager to have their souls examined. The first held his head while shaking it. “No no, I no want be master no more!”

The next made the mistake of looking at Dhane’s mask. It wasn’t the same as sharing a stare with the King of Shadows, but the fragments of bone had an unsettling effect on most people.

The Cobalin’s eyes widened and rolled up into their sockets as if he was seeing some terrible vision. His throat made a whiney noise, and then, all at once, he teetered forward and flopped to the ground.

This prompted the last Cobalin to run, screaming, “Nope nope nope!”

“Okay,” Dhane said, desummoning his mask, “that leaves us with two.”

The mohawk guy nodded.

The crying girl remained motionless, tears dripping from her chin. Her heartbeat, compared to Mr. Mohawk’s frantic rhythm, was a calm pitter-patter.

She wasn’t scared. In fact, out of all of them, she obeyed his command to the absolute best of her ability: She didn’t move a muscle, not even to blink.

“You can relax now,” Dhane said. “Your souls are worthy. And so the test continues to the next round.”

The girl sucked in a breath, so loud and frantic it was like she had just surfaced from a deep dive. She quickly wiped her eyes, nose, and face, smiling and blushing.

“It would seem,” Dhane said to his captive audience, “that we have two potential candidates for the job. But there can only be one Master of Cobblestones. Who will it be? Stayed tuned to find out after a message from our sponsor.”

The Cobalins scrunched up their foreheads and looked at each other. Some shrugged.

“It was a joke,” Dhane said, and everyone immediately laughed.

Oi . . . sympathy laughs. . . .

He cleared his voice to get them to stop and turned to Mr. Mohawk. “Your name?”

“Box,” he said, then added all too loudly, “Great Shadow!”

Dhane cringed, then opened his Notes app to record the Cobalin’s name. “Box,” he said, “do you know what a cobblestone is?”

“No! Great Shadow!”

“And you?” he asked, turning to the second contestant. “What is your name?”

“I name Tin, Great Shadow,” she said and curtsied.

“Tin, do you know what a cobblestone is?”

“Small rock?”

Dhane nodded. “And where do you find them?”

“Hmm, everywhere. In river, smooth and round. On land, in cave, some buried.”

And that was all Dhane needed to know. He said, “If you choose to accept, I would like you to be the Master of Cobblestones.”

“I accept, I accept! Great Shadow,” she said and smiled, having no difficulty meeting his eyes.

“Good,” he said and turned back to Box, recognizing that a Cobalin who could face his fears and pursue a goal was one of those rare Cobalins worth knowing. “Box.”

“Yes . . . Great Shadow?” Box said, his voice deflated from all the prior energy he had shown. He stared at Dhane’s feet, shoulders hanging forward.

“You showed great determination to become the Master of Cobblestones even when you didn’t know what they were. That tells me a lot about you.”

“It does?”

“Yes, it tells me that you want to be a master of something, no matter what it is. It tells me that you’re loyal to the growth of our village.”

“I do! Yes, you be right, Great Shadow.”

“What do you say about being the Master of Builders?”

“I ACCEPT!” Box yelled his enthusiasm back in full force.

Dhane laughed. “Okay, but let me explain the responsibilities. Your job will be to assist me in building the village. This means talking with others to understand their needs and making a list of priorities.

“It also means working with other masters to determine what resources we need, how much we need, and help those masters get workers to fit resource demands.”

As Dhane was listing the different requirements, he wondered if Box would be up to the job. Would any Cobalin?

Hmm, it didn’t matter. Box would do his best; if it didn’t work out, the Cobalin could become a master of something else.

Box was nodding, holding a GameBoy Advance, tapping buttons.

“You’re fodder?” Dhane asked.

“I am, Great Shadow!”

That actually worked out really well. That meant Box could build buildings. . . .

Yeah, maybe that wasn’t the best thing. If the little guy placed a building in the wrong location, it could become an obnoxious problem to fix, not to mention expensive.

Even so, Dhane opened his Contacts app, tapped the Add Contact option, and held his phone out to Box. “Bop it.”

Box did so, adding a third person to Dhane’s tiny list of people he could contact.

“Since you have a soul device,” he said, “you can relay messages to and from me. Can you read?”

“Yes, a little!”

“Good. Now . . .” he said and turned. “Tin. Since you are the Master of Cobblestones, find others to work with you. There are shovels in the shed.”

“I do it good!” she said.

“And . . . you,” he said, pointing to the Master of Thatch. “I didn’t get your name.”

“Me? I called Blop,” she said and smiled.

“Really?”

“You no like me name? I named meself,” she said and smiled again, evidently quite proud of her . . . unique name.

Well, what was he to say to that? It was her name, a name she apparently liked. He tapped in Blop, writing Master of Thatch next to it. “If you need anything,” he said, “let me or Box know.”

Box beamed at being mentioned.

Now, that took care of logs, cobblestone, and thatch. Box could use some training or . . . just be left to the job and see what happens. Yes, that sounded good.

The only other thing they needed was money. They had carrots coming, but that would take a while before they had enough to make a decent income.

He looked up from his musings to find all the Cobalins still there, watching. He clapped twice, “Alright, everyone, let’s get to work!”

They quickly dispersed. Cobalins swarmed the newly minted masters, wanting jobs. How very strange to want work, but if Dhane could get others to paint his white fence, why not?

They moved off toward the shed, and he turned toward the jutting crystal doorway across the cobblestone road.

“Great shadow!” came a familiar voice. Knock sprinted out of the cemetery, yelling, “I find a thing, Great Shadow!”

“Where have you been?” Dhane asked.

Knock pointed down as if that made all the sense that it needed to make. He summoned his original GameBoy and squeaked. “Oh, no no no! Need hurry. Need see discovery before it gone!”


Chapter
Nine



Knock sprinted down the steps into Dedu Tedu Novus’s deep, dark basement, yelling, “Hurry hurry. It be gone if we no hurry!”

Dhane charged after Knock’s clattering footsteps, asking—not for the first time—about what it was they were rushing to see.

But Knock only smiled and said it was a surprise. “A goodly goodly good surprise. You like, you will! Everyone like unless it be gone before we get there!”

They made it to the shimmering bright crystal room in only a few minutes. Then the wall guarding the broken door on the opposing side moved.

King Gigeneepa’s legs crunched the stone beneath him as he turned. He crouched on one side and angled an eyestalk down to see into the room.

Knock, huffing for air, found just enough to scream a wailing sound. “What be that! Big big big monster block way to discovery.”

Dhane took in a breath, finding that he was not nearly as winded as he thought he’d be. Mentally and physically, he sensed his Stamina drop to 18/68.

<Nooo! Greenoo thief find way into rooom.> King Gigeneepa slammed a pincer into the wall, and trails of sparkly dust sprinkled down from the ceiling.

“It’s okay,” Dhane said to Knock and King Gigeneepa, holding his hands out to stop either of them from doing anything stupid. “The Cobalins are my friends. And King Gigeneepa is protecting the diamonds.”

“Great Shadow tame big monster?”

<Ioo no monster!> King Gigeneepa psychically boomed, and Knock clasped his hands over his ears, seemingly not realizing that the big crab wasn’t actually speaking.

“No time, no time! Must hurry, Great Shadow.”

<Surface King, bring mana?> King Gigeneepa asked.

“I—”

Knock grabbed Dhane’s hand and started yanking him toward the gap between the enormous crab and the doorway. “No time, Dhanie! Must go now!”

Dhane sighed. Whatever it was, it better be crazy amazing. He said to King Gigeneepa, “I’ll be back to give you mana.” And in response to the swelling churn of disappointment, he added, “And I’ll give you extra.”

<Ooo, yesss, I take bonus mana for doing good job.>

Knock ran into the cavernous room where floating bubbles of private loot hung in the air. He ran past them, evidently unable to see them.

When Dhane stopped to tap 2× Crab Quartz Meat and 2 silver, an exasperated Knock yelled at him to get a move on, saying something about minutes or seconds. He disappeared behind a stone column.

Dhane chased after the little guy despite more bubbles of loot just hovering out in the open, waiting to be claimed and inching toward their expiration.

Where was Octoralis?

He had . . . 2,326 more experience since the last time he mentally looked at his Character app, bringing him to 3,440/11,000.

But he couldn’t sense Octoralis. He sent a psychic ping to her, letting her know he was here, followed by, Olly olly oxen free!

Nothing came back.

“It be here!” Knock yelled, his voice echoing from somewhere below. “Still here. Yes yes yes! Hurry!”

Dhane saw the crevasse in the stone floor. It led to a small hole, maybe four feet high. He jumped down into it and crouched.

The tunnel curved left then right. The stone walls were jagged and sharp, outlined by small vibrations. But even where he was, he could make out the dance of colors that dimly filled the small space.

He shuffled toward Knock’s vibration lines. The little guy was comfortably standing, unaffected by the low ceiling, and waving his hand while pointing with his other.

At the end of the curving tunnel, inside a bubble of space, glowed a spiraling rainbow of light that smelled oddly of fresh air and . . . bacon?

“It be the bestest of all moving dungeons!” Knock said. “But it be moving again in . . .” he summoned his GameBoy and pointed to the screen, “two minutes.” With that, he dismissed his GameBoy and jumped through the rippling light.

“Knock!” Dhane yelled. If this was a moving dungeon instance, where would they be once they came out?

The knowledge at the back of his mind swirled up with an answer. They’d be where the new dungeon spawned, wherever that was. But moving dungeons were rare and filled with valuable treasure, treasure he and his village could most definitely use.

It was stupid. He was king. But he was also an explorer and this, beyond anything else, promised something exciting to discover, to see, to experience.

Err! He sucked in air through his teeth, stuck between two conflicting desires. It didn’t help that Knock had already jumped through.

The village could manage for a bit without him, right? Yes, yes it could. It needed time to gather resources.

He opened the Messages app, tapped Devron’s name, and came up with a darn good excuse before pressing the Send button.

With that handled and definitely feeling like there was something he was forgetting—there was always something to forget—he crawled through the colorful waves, letting the sudden burst of warmth course through him.
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A rush of air whirled around Dhane, and his hands touched plush grass. He had moved from the dark underbelly of Dedu Tedu Novus into a new world of crazy shapes beneath a blue sky.

And it was then that he remembered what he had left behind. He twisted around, and the swirling rainbow of light shifted into thousands of flower petals that glided away on a lazy breeze.

Octoralis? he projected, reaching out for any part of her he could find. Still, there was nothing. She wasn’t there in his soul; she wasn’t anywhere near here, a place that really did smell like bacon.

She wasn’t gone, not forever. She was a part of his soul, even if it wasn’t presently attached. Maybe being on his own could be a good thing? He had come to rely on her way too much.

But he still didn’t have a weapon. And now he was in some rare dungeon that would, no doubt, be full of mobs.

Either way, there was no Octoralis, and there was no visible exit. As far as he was aware, the only way to escape this dungeon was to die and Return or fight his way to the end and slay the boss.

The arcane knowledge in his mind confirmed his guess. Moving dungeons were unlike normal dungeons: no exit.

Good to know. . . .

Sometimes the knowledge at the back of his mind could be a bit more proactive, maybe? Instead of screaming, You shouldn’t have jumped off that cliff! A simple, Don’t jump! would suffice.

But . . . so what if he died? The town was safe, he had delegated responsibilities, and the Cobalins were working. Maybe he’d be able to steal some treasure before his gruesome end.

Oi, death really sucked in this world.

Then again . . . treasure. . .? Treasure could truly make a difference for his fledging village. Besides, it was only a momentary bit of agony.

If this were a real game, he’d be at the comfort of his desk, eating Pop-Tarts, and throwing himself into impossible situations simply to get laughs from his friends.

A ding! alerted him to a new message. He immediately thought of Penny. The Messages app opened in his mind, and he exhaled his disappointment when Devron’s name showed with a red pip next to it.

¤ Messages

» 1:13 p.m.—Hells, man! Don’t leave me on babysitting duty.

» 1:13 p.m.—You’ve already left, haven’t you?

Dhane replied, explaining that the dungeon was about to expire, and he absolutely, totally, most definitely would have brought Devron along if he could have.

¤ Messages

» 1:14 p.m.—Fine fine, but I’m going on the next adventure, you hear? And you better bring me back something cool.

» 1:14 p.m.—Jelly-filled doughnut?

» 1:14 p.m.—Oh! Brownies. Or sugar and flour. I could bake all the good stuff.

Dhane laughed and promised he’d keep an eye out for any monster-made pastries. Devron thumbed up the message, and Dhane closed the app.

With that out of the way, he stood and took in his surroundings. The dungeon looked nothing like a dungeon. It wasn’t dark, gritty, and full of walking skeletons with evil intent.

No, it was beautiful. . . .

The dungeon was a garden of perfectly manicured green hedges like tall walls. Flowers of all kinds and colors poked out from dozens of vases in every shape and size. Stone statues of boar-like monsters stood thirty feet upright and resolute while ivy crawled over them.

A gray brick path weaved around the statues, vases, and a little water channel. Back from where he came were green hills stretched out toward the horizon.

There was something unique about the hills, though. They all looked identical to each other and . . . familiar, like the Windows XP default wallpaper. There was also a sort of veil between him and them.

He couldn’t see it. Any normal person probably wouldn’t have noticed it. To his spidey senses, however, there was a thin film.

Dhane reached out and touched it. But there wasn’t anything to touch. The film shifted around his hand as if it were cloth, floating in the absence of gravity.

The more he pushed, the more it resisted. Huh. Heaven had invisible walls.

Talk about bad game design.

“Bestest of dungeons!” Knock yelled.

Dhane turned to find the little guy plucking a strip of . . . bacon? from a small tree with red leaves growing at the center of the path.

“You be wanting some?” Knock asked.

“Hmm, sure. . . .” Dhane said and walked up to the miraculous tree. Was this something they could plant? The Cobalins would love having orchards of bacon trees.

He pulled a piece free, and it shifted from general item to loot to claimed item in an instant. Before taking a bite, however—this was not his first D&D session; when things appeared too good to be true, the DM was probably being a dick—he deposited it to his inventory and immediately knew what it was: Kako Bacon.

“Spit that out!” Dhane yelled and slapped Knock on the back. The Cobalin spat a chunk of bacon onto the brick path and dropped the piece he was holding.

“Why you do that!” Knock yelled, his open hands motioning toward the half-chewed piece of meat that had—somehow—started to sizzle on the bricks.

Dhane was about to explain how Kako meant Bad, Evil, Wicked in Greek. But then the sizzling chunk of meat began to give off an odorous green vapor that gathered into a small cloud of chomping animal skulls before shrieking skyward.

Greek or no, that was a pretty apparent reason why one should not eat the bacon. Even so, Knock drew his brows together, his lower lip puffed out, eyes looking as if Dhane had somehow betrayed their budding friendship.

Knock humphed, then grabbed another slice from the tree. “You no need eat meat. I eat meat. Delicious, yummy meat!” He shoved the entire piece into his mouth.

“What the hell!” Dhane yelled and slapped Knock on the back until another chunk of half-eaten bacon plopped to the ground.

“Stop it, stop it, stop it! Why you do this thing? I hungry, and this be awesome bacon tree!”

“It’s Kako Bacon, Knock. It’s bad for you. Poison. Didn’t you just see the green cloud of fucking evil? Watch again.”

The bacon sizzled, releasing its corrupted essence to the air where it screamed unholy sounds while gnashing teeth as if the demons within were trying to break free before being yanked from this world.

Knock’s disagreeable expression didn’t change. He took an extended step away from Dhane, placing him on the other side of the tree, then snatched another strip of bacon.

“Drop it,” Dhane said.

“No no no! I eat all en you get none! You no likey, then go away! None for you.” The little runt started tearing more of the bacon from the tree, breaking its tiny branches in his haste.

Dhane may have not known the guy for long, but this was . . . abnormal, to say the least. He summoned up the item’s details in his mind and realized why.

¤ Kako Bacon

× Rare Poison

·

» The sizzling smell of fresh bacon easily lures unsuspecting prey to this deadly poison trap, made from demonic pigs by curse weavers. It takes but one bite for the addiction and mental decay to take hold.

·

» Addiction Duration: 5 minutes

» Poison Duration: 5 minutes

» Damage: 1 DoT, every other second, stackable

Well, that was just great. Knock was addicted to cursed meat. It was worse than trying to keep a toddler out of the poison under the sink, and in this particular case, Dhane didn’t have any of those obnoxious plastic door guards to use.

He chased after Knock, who screamed and screamed, “You no takey! They are mine mine mine!”

That was all well and good except for the small fact that they were in a dungeon. Dungeons had mobs. . . .

Knock crashed into a tall vase. It wobbled, pitched to the side, then crashed to the bricks, throwing flowers and dirt across the path.

Dhane triggered Shadow Shift, aiming for just beyond the scrambling Cobalin, who was doing his best to escape through a stone archway that marked the dungeon’s beginning.

The world disintegrated into churning darkness, hot and acrid. Then just as it had started, he reappeared at his chosen location.

He swung his arm back and clotheslined Knock, slamming a forearm into the guy’s neck, a neck twisted in an attempt to look behind himself.

Knock crashed to his back. Crispy bacon took flight, flung in every which way to clatter, tap, and tumble across the gray bricks.

Despite Knock’s apparent pain, he immediately turned over and crawled toward his precious, discarded meat, grabbing bacon while grunting and wheezing.

“Hold still!” Dhane yelled and plopped a knee down on his back.

“No no no! Off me, off you get. Leave me be! You fat ass, you. Off off off!” Then Knock summoned his GameBoy, pressed a few buttons, and withdrew his Cobalin sword.

Dhane immediately pinned Knock’s wrist, which prompted another series of insults and screams, screams that were answered by something just beyond the dungeon’s entrance.

It was a boar of sorts, standing upright on hooves like the statues that surrounded them, maybe five feet tall. It was covered in short brown and black hair, tusks growing up from its snout.

It grunted loudly as if to announce itself. It carried a wooden polearm with a curving blade at the end, almost like an axe and spear had been melded together. And near the end cap was a bell-like adornment.

“Hahaha! You die from monster,” Knock yelled. “Or or or, let me go so you fight!”

The mob charged, angling its polearm like a knight in a jousting tournament. It didn’t seem to care that its opponents were currently preoccupied.

Dhane triggered Web Wall, focusing the webs on Knock’s neck and arms. The silvery strands slithered across the short distance, and since Knock couldn’t move, the strands didn’t disintegrate on contact.

Dhane tore Knock’s sword away from him and rolled, narrowly avoiding the sharp end of the polearm.

“That be me sword!” Knock yelled. “You give back. You let me go! I no bring you to bacon dungeon no more, meanie!”

His yelling only attracted the boar. Instead of focusing its long polearm on Dhane, it instead turned toward Knock and swung it down at the annoying noisemaking machine.

Shit!

Dhane, now too far away to intercept the attack, threw the Cobalin sword. It spun in the air, hilt over tip, and in some miraculous answering of prayers, it managed to stick the sharp end into the boar’s arm.

A -6 in red damage shifted up into the air. This summoned a health bar with the mob’s information.

¤ Staziboar [72/78hp]

× Beast Fighter · Lvl. 6

The boar grabbed the dagger and ripped it out, which dealt another 2 damage. It dropped the blade and refocused on Dhane, angling its beady little brown eyes at him.

It grunted, digging its hooves into the path as if to gain traction. It held its polearm in both hands—if you could call them that—and charged.

If only Octoralis was here, the boar would have been torn into itty-bitty chunks of pity. But she wasn’t. This was his fight, and it was about time he did some of the fighting himself.

He triggered Venomous Spiders, paying the 18 mana, which dropped him to 49/110. He was gaining a mana point about every two or three seconds but had already spent more than half and . . . once again, didn’t have a weapon!

A swirling mass of spiderwebs shot out from his outstretched fingers, carrying dozens of tiny eight-legged nightmares.

They landed with elegance, an army of paratroopers that—just the thought of them, wriggling and biting—sent a tickling itch across his skin. He wanted to perform his well-practiced slap dance and run for the green hills.

But they were his spiders. Oi, yes, he really needed to stop freaking out about his own skills. They were tools; in this case, the tool was Venom Counters.

The Staziboar took 2 damage from the counters and would take another 2 damage every 3 seconds for 9 seconds.

The trick with Venom Counters was to renew the effect and add to the stack before the counter timed out. The problem, again, was his lack of a weapon.

The boar, quite understandably distracted by the spiders, stepped on Knock’s bound hand while tearing the webs off itself.

Knock shrieked, which startled the boar and proved to be just enough of a distraction for Dhane to trigger Shadow Shift.

A second later, and at the end of a trail of smoke, he appeared behind the boar. He grabbed the Cobalin sword and triggered Venom Bite. Waves of violet light streamed down the blade, and he dug it into the boar’s back.

The attack—bolstered by Venom Bite, 3 venom counters, and backstab damage of +120%—did 22 damage. It dropped the boar to 44/78 and reset all of the venom counters’ timers.

A -3 slithered out from the mob, indicating the first damage over time effect that would last 6 more seconds.

The boar spun and slammed its polearm against Dhane’s hip. It damn well nearly shattered the bone, or at the very least, felt like it did.

He grunted, counting his blessings that he was too close for the blade to hit. Even so, he still took 12 damage and clenched his jaw against the pain.

Perhaps unexpected to the boar—perhaps unexpected to Dhane—he then grabbed the polearm and kept it locked beneath his arm.

The boar fought to free its weapon, proving that though it was only a piddly five feet tall and a connoisseur of flower gardens, it was stronk like bull.

Alas, Dhane was stronk like . . . squirrel. As in, not stronk at all, which made him question why the hell he decided to hold on to the polearm against a boar of all things!

The boar shook him free, slicing its blade across his ribs, spilling silvery-white soul to glow and burn.

“This be all your fault!” Knock yelled, trying to watch the fight despite gobs of thick spiderwebs holding his neck down. “You take meat away. Karma karma!”

“Shut up!” Dhane yelled, needing something to distract him from the pain. Evidently, yelling at Knock did the trick.

Dhane leaped back, dodging the swoosh of a dangerous polearm that was now trying to carve him into thin strips of tender meat.

The pain dissipated after three seconds, taking 22 of his health with it. His health had dropped to 51/85.

The boar took its 6 damage from Venom Counter, and the effect faded. The mob’s health bar was now orange, down to 35/76.

Dhane had 31/110 mana left, which might be enough to finish the job if he timed everything right and stopped trying to utilize his terrible Strength attribute.

He was an assassin.

He was an arachnomancer.

Neither class was very good at taking hits upfront. So it was time to change things up, to use his skills the way they were meant to be used.

The boar thrust the butt-end of its polearm down against the brick path twice. This produced a ringing sound. A hot orange glow ignited the polearm from its blunt end to its pointy end.

“Pfft. What a lovely weapon you have,” Dhane said, noting just how little he wanted to be touched by something radiating light and heat.

The Staziboar huffed multiple times, almost like a heavy laugh. It charged forward, swinging the polearm in wide arches.

Dhane flowed backward, footsteps silent on the path. He mentally felt for the vibrations around him, seeing what he couldn’t see with his eyes. This was always more difficult to do while he had actual sight, but all it took was a bit more focus.

He easily evaded the attacks, staying a step away from the long swooshing weapon and irritating its master.

Dhane continued to walk backward. He stepped over the broken vase without so much as a glance at it. Then, he turned and ran up one of the giant statues, shifting gravity to pull sideways, making the statue itself down.

At fifteen feet up, he jumped backward, placing all of his trust in his innate assassin skills. He lost the anchor on the statue, and gravity shifted back toward the ground. He backflipped twice like an Olympic diver, then landed perfectly behind the boar, his dagger—Venom Bite activated—in the boar’s upper back.

It sucked in a surprised breath, its health bar now teetering in the red at 17/78.

Dhane triggered Venom Extraction. In that single, infinitesimal moment, he could feel each Venom Counter, whether it be active or not, within the last 2 minutes.

They called to him, a sort of eager energy wanting to be reclaimed. And reclaim, he did. He yanked on them, tore them free like jagged blades, leaving behind gaps of silvery-white soul and dealing 35 damage—4 counters × 4 damage × 120% backstab damage.

The boar fell over, dead.

That . . . wow! He laughed.

That worked out way better than he had any right to expect. For all he knew, his little ninja backflip could have more likely been a back-flop, and a quick death shish kabobbed at the end of a polearm.

Purple disks swirled out from the boar’s body before it dispersed into flakes of light. He gained 94 experience, bringing him to 3,534/11,000.

Little balls of white light sprang into the air and hovered there, expanding into loot.

¤ Loot

× 6 Copper

·

» 1× Staziboar Meat

» 6× Kako Bacon

» Ringing Halberd [Uncommon · Lvl. 5 · 14-20]

¤ Ringing Halberd [14-20 damage]

× Uncommon Polearm · Lvl. 5

» Durability: 42/98

·

« Requirements

» 10 Strength

·

« Skills

» Ringing Fire [Lvl. 1]

¤ Ringing Fire [Enchantment · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 30

» Damage: 5

» Duration: 15 Seconds

·

» Engulf your active weapon with fire energy that increases damage by 5 [Enchantment Level × 1/2 Strength]. Enemies have a 15% [15 × Enchantment Level] chance of taking ongoing fire damage of 3 [Enchantment Level × 1/3 Strength] every 3 seconds for 12 seconds.

After collecting the loot, he looked at Knock. The little Cobalin was flaring his nostrils and grunting, trying to escape the Web Wall, which turned out to be pretty great at holding prisoners; who da thunk?

Dhane walked over, taking in a relieved breath of fresh floral-scented air. It was a job well done, if he did say so himself: saved the Cobalin, killed the mob.

He plopped down on Knock’s back.

“Off off off!” he yelled. “I no chair for you! You take me bacon. Evil, mean, bad bad man!”

Now, if only Knock’s addiction could wear off, Dhane would be able to explore this here fine dungeon. There be treasure out there!

The dungeon, however, had other plans. As if in response to Dhane’s thoughts, a deep, reverberating horn sounded from beyond the archway, beyond the green walls, but not too far beyond.

Oh, shit bacon. . . .


Chapter
Ten



Ha! Shit bacon. Yes, that might actually work. Dhane could already see everyone rolling their eyes whenever the poetic words embraced their eardrums, which, of course, was an excellent reason to say it.

He smiled at the thought, then sighed. The beautiful garden of hedges and flowers was being disturbed by loud grunting noises rushing in their general direction.

Dhane shoved off of Knock, noting just how very upset the little green guy was. Apparently, his addiction was still in full force.

Lovely.

Well, if life was easy, everyone would be doing it. Or something like that. In this scenario—one with an unknowable number of mobs heading in their direction and a Cobalin hellbent on getting them both killed—one had to get creative.

“More coming!” Knock shouted with glee. “Kill you, kill you, they will! I watch, en I laugh, en I—”

Dhane mentally summoned Kako Bacon from his inventory. It materialized from smoke, forming into a crisp-looking piece of meat, the oils glistening in the sun, the smell immediate and, evidently, overpowering for Knock.

“You can have this,” Dhane said seductively, “if you cooperate.”

“No trust you! You take meat. You will—”

Dhane turned his head and slid the bacon along his cheek at just the right angle, so it looked like he was about to eat it.

“Nooo!” Knock cried. “You no eat meat! Mine!”

Dhane pulled it out—not a euphemism—and waved it in the air. “I promise to give you this delicious, crisp piece of bacon . . . but only if you remain perfectly quiet.”

Knock scrunched up his face. It took four whole seconds, seconds they didn’t really have, for him to finally nod.

Dhane deposited the strip of bacon, and it shifted away into smoke. “Just remember,” he said, “if I die, you die. And if you die, no bacon.”

With deals and threats made, they might be in a temporary agreement, but the vibrations of six Staziboars were just beyond the far hedge, turning the corner.

Dhane grabbed Knock’s wrist and pulled him out of the webs. The strands shifted through the Cobalin as if they weren’t a physical material.

This made sense, in a way. The skill stated that anyone touching the arachnomancer who made the wall could step through it. But what didn’t make sense was why Knock had remained bound while Dhane was sitting on the suicidal twerp.

Intent, he quickly realized. It was another case where intent adjusted reality. And that was quite interesting. It would be even more interesting if they weren’t about to be chopped up for a late afternoon stew.

Dhane shoved Knock toward the closest statue. They barely slipped into the shadow of the ancient stone sentry when the mobs burst into the garden, huffing and grunting.

Knock didn’t appreciate the tightly clasped hand over his mouth and decided that growling was somehow the best way to voice such discontent.

Dhane whispered, “Bacon, bacon, bacon,” over and over, shoulders tense, slobber running down his fingers.

The vibration lines of half the Staziboars—three, for those who can’t count—headed in their direction.

Knock stopped, but it wasn’t soon enough.

The leading boar, a foot taller than the last, equipped with chain armor and two short swords, peered around the corner. It had a scar over its left eye, an eye that was milky white.

It opened its mouth, tusks capped in metal, and squealed a hair-raising sound. It was the type of sound one would expect to hear before getting butchered. . . .

Or it was a sound like squeaky breaks. Nails on a chalkboard? A girl’s scream when you totally accidentally walked into the wrong bathroom. . .?

Either way, it was a sound, it was an unsettling, unpleasant sound, and it was coming from a hairy Nick Fury, desperately in need of an eyepatch and a breath mint.

Dhane tightened his grip on the Cobalin sword, stuck between two decisions: sacrifice Knock and make a run for it or fight against the impossible odds of six Staziboars, led by one intimidating, battle-hardened, bloodthirsty—if there was blood in heaven—freak on two hooves.

Well, put that way, the answer seemed rather obvious. It wasn’t like Knock was pulling his weight here or anything.

But . . . no. Even with how much of a pain-in-the-ass the little Cobalin had been, betraying him outright just to survive a bit longer, well, it was too much of an asshole thing to do.

Then the answer was to fight. And just as that answer zinged down through Dhane, giving him a sudden disregard for a painful death, the mob huffed once, grunted twice, and turned around.

Wut?

One of the boars pointed at the Web Wall, oddly in the shape of three half-circles, thickly attached to the gray bricks. Another one shrugged. And others performed a thorough search for potential enemies.

It was then that Dhane realized—all too slow, as was often the case lately—that he had Shadow Fade. It was a passive skill for assassins to become nigh invisible after staying still in the shadows for 10 seconds. Apparently, this skill transferred to anything he was touching.

The boars, scratching their hairy heads, decided the threat was elsewhere and moved to be elsewhere themselves.

Dhane let go of Knock and sighed.

“Great Shadow?” Knock asked in a tortured, almost crying voice. “I say all the no good things to you. I sorry, I sorry! Punish bad bad Cobalin.”

And . . . thank goodness the stupid addiction trait had worn off. “It wasn’t your fault,” Dhane said. He walked out to the path, then summoned a single strip of Kako Bacon before throwing it to Knock.

“Bad meat!” Knock said, jumping away.

Dhane laughed. “I did promise I would give you the bacon, didn’t I? The King of Shadows never breaks a promise.”

“Yes yes. But me no want bad meat.”

“Good. Nevertheless, we probably should get as much of it as we can anyway. If nothing else, we can sell it to the System.” As soon as he said it, he mentally checked the 6× Kako Bacon in his inventory and found that 5× were worth 1 copper.

“And then? What we going to do?” Knock asked.

“The same thing we do every night, Greeny,” Dhane said with mock severity, one hand on his hip, the other pointing to the sky. “Try to take over the world!”

“Huh? The world? All of it?”

“No,” he said with a laugh. “It’s just from an old cartoon.”

“Cartoon?”

Oh . . . obviously, Cobalins would have no concept of cartoons. “They are”—how did one describe cartoons to another species?—“pictures that—”

“I miss cartoons!” Knock yelled.

“What? You’ve seen cartoons before?” Maybe it wasn’t such a stretch, given that the Cobalins did have GameBoys. Of course, that was just another mystery to add to the stack.

“Yes yes! Dragon Ballz en G.I. Joey en en . . . hmm, been long time, oh! TaleSpinner.”

“And not Pinky and the Brain?”

Knock shook his head.

“Where did you watch cartoons?”

“Home. After school. But I be good en do me homework first. Always always.”

Dhane stopped and stared at the little Cobalin, his big green ears pierced with copper rings, eyes holding an edge of confusion as to why the sudden emotional shift.

Everything clicked together all at once with the same force of a speeding semi-truck—or garbage truck, for that matter—crashing through his preconceived notions.

Cobalins . . . were human. . .?

That didn’t make any sense whatsoever! In what reality would the ascension from death to heaven render them a different species?

“Knock,” he said in a strained whisper, needing to hear the little guy confirm what was now overly apparent, “were you once human?”

“What! No no no. How I be human? I be Cobalin. You silly. I be green; you be . . . not green.”

“You’re Cobalin now, but before you died?”

“I always be Cobalin. . . .” Knock trailed off, squinting at nothing in particular. “That be old life. No many memories. But I be me then and me here. Wh-why you look so mad. . .?”

Dhane was clenching his jaw, holding his breath. The more he dug through his racing thoughts, the more the clues added up, and it was far worse than he had initially thought.

Not only were the Cobalins once human, but they were also children. If their immaturity, stupidity, and propensity for putting every unknown object into their mouths weren’t enough proof, then one simply had to look at Ceratree City.

There were no kids.

Not one baby in a stroller, not one toddler throwing a tantrum, no playgrounds or playing tag or hopscotch or hide-n-seek. And that was probably true for all the cities and towns and villages of Light.

He had assumed the kids went to a different heaven, their own paradise full of candy, Disney movies, and no strictly adhered to bedtimes.

Instead, it just became more and more sickening, thinking about all the terrible things the Cobalins were forced to endure, to continue to endure: the slavery, being fodder, forced to hide in caves, hurt and killed for entertainment.

And they don’t even know it.

Just as he had forgotten his family, friends, and girlfriend, they forgot . . . everything.

“It be okay, Dhanie,” Knock said. “Breathe in, breathe out, hee hee hee, hoo hoo hoo.”

Dhane wiped at his eyes, feeling a deeply nested pain within his chest for these kids he was responsible for. He sniffed and laughed. “I’m not pregnant.”

“What be pregnant?”

“It’s . . .” He started to say but realized it was far too soon—for him—to explain the birds and the bees. Besides, wasn’t Knock married to Desley?

“It be. . .?”

“How old are you?”

“I’m six!” Knock said, holding out four fingers.

“No way!”

“I be six, long long time.”

Oh, he was six when he died. Of course, he wouldn’t know about pregnancy, especially not in heaven where it simply didn’t exist.

“So,” Knock said, “what be pregnant?”

“It’s when you,” Dhane said, mentally cycling through possible answers. Did it matter if he told the truth, or would that confuse the guy?

“When. . .?” Knock pressed, his interests piqued.

“It’s nothing. It’s when you . . . become fat.” That was a decent explanation, right? It was, at least, partially true. Oi, impromptu decision-making was rearing its ugly head again.

“Fat? Ha! No, you no pregnant,” Knock said, patting Dhane’s stomach. “So now what we do?”

“Now? Now, we conquer this dungeon.”
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The bacon tree had 24× Kako Bacon on it, which would be just shy of 5 copper, nearly enough to buy a lean-to. It wasn’t a lot, but every bacon bit helped.

What was more important was how they’d progress through the dungeon. Now that Dhane had time to drum up a strategy—one he was particularly proud of and one that wasn’t the result of impromptu decision-making—he felt their odds of survival had drastically increased to five percent.

Woot!

But survival wasn’t really the goal. The goal was to get as much of that shiny fat moving-dungeon loot as possible. Loot, and those fancy little coins they called money.

Luckily, it turned out that Knock was a collector of Cobalin swords. He had six identical swords in total, including the one Dhane had stolen. Now, they each had three.

Unluckily, neither Dhane nor Knock could use the new Ringing Halberd: It required a minimum Strength attribute of 10. Sometimes it just sucked being so damn weak.

Attribute requirements didn’t, initially, make a lot of sense. He had no problem picking up the polearm and swinging it around. But that wasn’t the problem.

Apparently, without meeting the minimum requirements, the added effects, skills, and probably damage either didn’t work or were lessened considerably.

During this exploration of items and strategy, Knock revealed a rather crucial detail about his state of being one of the fodder.

“I be illusion . . . illusioner?” he said, scratching his head.

“Illusionist.”

“Yes! That. Follower of pretty Butterfly.”

“The Butterfly?” Dhane asked, immediately remembering what the Mother of Shadows had said: the Butterfly had betrayed those of Shadow.

Knock nodded. “I be level four! I make distraction en gain backstab damage. Small illusions can hit things en have health.”

“Have you talked to your divinity?”

“No no no! He no want to talk to me,” Knock said. “I low low level.”

That was probably a good thing. Dhane summoned his phone, opened the Party app, and sent Knock an invite. When the little guy accepted, his stats appeared.

¤ Knock [Illusionist]

× Lvl. 4 · 688/1,000xp

·

« Stats

» Health: 36/36

» Mana: 30/30

» Stamina: 54/54

·

« Attributes

» Strength: 8

» Dexterity: 11

» Intelligence: 6

» Vitality: 9

“Alright,” Dhane said, dismissing his phone, “you remember the plan?”

“Yes, Great Shadow! I be fodder.”

“Pfft! No, you’re bait.”

“Same thing, yes?”

“Fodder is meant to die. Bait is meant to lure the enemy into a trap. But you need to stay alive, or I won’t have any bait for the next enemy.”

“Then,” Knock said, “I use illusion instead?”

That . . . actually would work much better. It removed some of the risk and allowed both of them to attack from behind, increasing their initial damage.

Huh, +1 to Survivability.

He told Knock as such, then, lest he forgot, exchanged contact information before leading their party of two through the stone archway and into the maze of green hedges.

Well, it was a maze for some people. For Dhane, however, he merely summoned his bone mask, blackening the world so he could better see the vibration lines stretching in all directions.

The more he focused, the further he could reach as if he were a snake, slithering through and around the plants to uncover the correct path.

There were several dead ends, several deadly traps, and several good paths to take, paths that led to mobs milling about, doing nothing of importance like fake computer monsters that only existed to be killed.

He followed the path, slow and silent.

Knock was two steps behind, being extra careful to step lightly and breathe quietly and failing miserably at both.

If memory served well, there was a symbol that manipulated sound. At the time, Dhane thought it was like his Modify Vibrations skill. In truth, it very much was, except for one major difference: a symbol could be used in crafting.

Now, listening to the walking noise box behind him, maybe he could craft the little guy some silent shoes or something, then stick a sock into his mouth and clothespin on his nose.

That’ll do the trick.

Dhane stopped at a corner. He needn’t look beyond and risk being seen. The mobs’ vibration lines—patrolling an open area in the maze that surrounded a fountain and small chest—were four distinct shapes.

And now, it was the part of the strategy he hated the most. What made it worse was how he was the one who came up with the terrible idea.

Well, no sense in twiddling his thumbs. The sun wouldn’t stay up forever. Or . . . would it? Either way, there were places to be, people to talk to, and . . . he was still delaying.

With a big silent sigh, he held out his arm—the one holding the Cobalin sword—and summoned an Exploding Spider.

Smoke churned just above his wrist, barely a vibration in the air. The smoke faded, and in its place was a little piece of evil clinging to his skin.

Goosebumps shot up his arm, and he nearly flung the blasted thing. His grip on the sword grew ever so tight, and he clenched his jaw and eyes shut, not that it helped; he could still see the spider and its eight tiny legs, sitting there, mindless and ready to explode.

¤ Exploding Spider [Intelligence · Lvl. 3]

» Mana: 30

» Damage: 33

» Duration: 44 Seconds

» Size: 1 - 6 Inches Tall

·

» Summon an exploding spider that lasts 44 seconds [2 × Intelligence]. The spider can be given a target, a route, a guard position, or a patrol. It detonates either by command or automatically for 33 damage [Skill Level × 1/2 Intelligence].

Knock tapped his arm, then elaborately went through the motions of breathing. “Hee hee hee. Hoo hoo hoo.”

“I’m fine,” Dhane whispered. Fine-fine-fine-fine, he repeated in his mind as if such thoughts could help him ignore the slight itching sensation coming from his wrist and the thudding noise of his heart.

He pointed to a spot with his left hand, not wanting to move his right and give the spider any reason to shift, to squirm, to do anything other than sit perfectly still. And . . . oi, it was about to get a whole lot worse. Twice as bad, in fact.

Knock understood his role in all of this and started working to create an illusion. He waved his arms about, a big grin stretching along his face.

The air changed. Thin lines of friction swirled together, giving off a cold gust before the air grew a fraction denser, just enough to get a sense of its new shape.

Standing in the open, clearly visible to any wandering mobs, was a Staziboar. A . . . Stazi-female-boar. One equipped with large breasts held back by a thin laced bra that looked oddly familiar.

Dhane sighed.

It’s not even anatomically correct!

Boars didn’t have human breasts. But he had more important things to focus on, things he’d much rather not focus on but important things nonetheless.

With an agonizing mental flick, Dhane summoned another Exploding Spider. It consumed 30 mana—the same amount the first spider had—and drained his total to 52/110.

The blot of squiggly lines materialized on his wrist next to its newfound friend that was counting down from 44 like a suicidal Lemming. They somehow felt weightless and immensely heavy at the same time.

The Staziboars made excited grunting noises, seemingly noticing the prime hairy woman of their dreams just meandering carelessly through their maze. Without any apparent thought on the matter, they rushed toward her.

Dhane readied his last skill, and Knock pushed up next to him and the hedge corner they were hiding behind.

The moment the first two Staziboars crossed into the passageway, thousands of thin strands of silky web materialized into a wall, effectively cutting the party of four in half.

Dhane jumped forward and triggered Venom Bite. He dug the Cobalin sword into the back of the first Staziboar.

The instant the blade pierced thick hide, tearing a hole into the creature’s soul, the first Exploding Spider sprang off his wrist, needing only a bit of Dhane’s intent.

He twisted away from the explosion, triggered Venom Bite again, and slammed the dagger into the second boar that had been too distracted by—

What the fuck is that!

The boar’s love life—Knock’s illusion—had started losing her form, eyes sliding down her snout, drooling bits of teeth and liquified tongue.

The boar jerked as if waking from a nightmare. It turned away from the gruesome affair, finding solace in what could only be a normal-looking, if not dashingly handsome, enemy to attack.

Unfortunately for the boar, the second Exploding Spider—a spider that had mimicked the first and now clung to the boar’s back—exploded for 72 damage.

Knock thrust his Cobalin sword toward the first but then stumbled through the vibration lines of two departing souls. Experience disks swirled into them, and various bits of loot materialized.

The two other Staziboars were hacking at the Web Wall, one with a sword, the other a spear. They had already dropped its health to 86/240.

Dhane grabbed Knock’s arm and sprinted down the passageway, creating as much distance as possible from the other two mobs.

“But . . . loot!” Knock yelled, his feet slapping the bricks, his head angled back toward where they had just been and where little bubbles of loot held items and money.

Dhane dismissed his bone mask. The once pitch-black world, accented in vibration lines, was now flooded with light and color. He stopped at the next wall of tiny green leaves casting a slim shadow.

The two remaining Staziboars broke through the Web Wall, snorting and grunting their irritation. They charged down the passageway after their two enemies, utterly unaware that Dhane and Knock were standing in what otherwise would have been plain sight were they not invisible.

Once the boars had run past, Knock whispered, “We get loot now?”

Dhane shook his head, explaining that the loot wouldn’t be going anywhere soon and his mana—down to 8/110—needed time to recharge.

But . . . wow. His little strategy worked quite well. They eradicated those two mobs almost effortlessly, especially compared to the first Staziboar he fought. It was like he was back in World of Warcraft or Guild Wars, strategizing and kicking ass.

Oi, it took him a whole week to go on his first real adventure: not training, not pranks, not fumbling through the world, clueless and helpless.

This dungeon might have started a bit on the rough side—all things considered—but it now whetted an appetite for exploration, for loot, for progression.

This was a game, after all, a screwy, messed up, sometimes horrifying game—those poor Cobalins—but a game nonetheless. And he had done everything except play it.

Of course, that wasn’t entirely his fault. The divinities were tugging on his puppet strings, playing their bigger game of chess while he, and all the others, did the dirty work.

Well, as Devron would say, That’s neither here nor there. This was a gamer’s heaven; it was about damn time he had some fun.

Maybe what sparked this sudden surge of scintillating excitement was the mere recognition that he wasn’t so out of his depth as he had thought, even without his guardian Soul Spider.

No, he had a myriad of skills, including Exploding Spider. As godawful as they looked, at least they didn’t do anything he didn’t want them to. And when they exploded—boom!—33 damage.

Mix that with backstab and an empowered dagger? He probably could kill any of the Staziboars instantly, so long as he had mana and the surprise factor.

That’s worth a +2 to Survivability.

After a few minutes—mana now fully restored—the Staziboars marched past again on their return route to the fountain. They didn’t talk or grunt or do much of anything. In fact, they really didn’t seem bothered by the fact that their comrades had died and the culprits had escaped.

Dhane summoned Exploding Spider. This time, he targeted the Cobalin sword’s cross-guard. This was far-far-far better than summoning the nasty thing on his arm, and it didn’t seem to care one whit either way. Exploding Spiders were the same as the boars, merely existing to exist.

And it was at this point that he had a stellar idea. Wisps of smoke slithered out from the air, and he took hold of a second Cobalin sword, then summoned another Exploding Spider, so he had one for each blade.

He held the tiny swords in a reverse-handed grip and followed the two boars, that were none the wiser.

With every bit of an assassin’s elegance, moving like a wind of perilous animosity, Dhane shot forward and through the two mindless mobs. He sliced chunks of health away and left behind a little present for each.

At the end of his dash, he turned to find two -11s slip up and over the perturbed boars.

He smiled.

They grunted.

He waved.

They pulled their weapons free.

How very impolite and boorish of them. But it was no matter, for they then had the decency to explode.

72 damage.

Each Exploding Spider did 72 damage when placed on the back of an unsuspecting enemy. And these poor mobs were no stronger than the first he had bested, having only 78 health. They shifted to silvery-white souls as their bodies fell forward, dead.

Knock stumbled through their luminescent remains, swinging his Cobalin sword. “Stop killing them fast fast! I no get to help.”

Experience poured out from the recently deceased, and more loot littered the air. They each had earned 374xp from four Staziboars, bringing Dhane to 3,908/11,000.

Knock gained a level.

There was no flash of light or angelic horns. Dhane merely felt the change to the Cobalin’s character sheet since they were in the same party.

Knock straightened. “Oh! I be level five now. I . . . I get me mount!” He grinned wildly, jumping from foot to foot. He summoned his original GameBoy, seemingly having no interest in loot anymore.

Dhane tapped the floating items, noting that some were dim and unclaimable. The sleeping knowledge at the back of his mind said those items were reserved for other party members.

The Party app allowed him to adjust drop rates on loot so one member could receive more of the allotted drops, all drops, or no drops. The same applied to experience distribution.

Curious. . . .

Experience distribution might be something worth looking into. He opened his Notes app and added it as a reminder, as a possible way to overcome his XP challenges.

Back to loot options, there was also a way to make loot Open, allowing anyone in the party to grab it. This was helpful since not everyone would see their loot or be in a position to claim it.

Dhane was the King of Shadows, so most of what he earned would be going back to the Cobalins in one way or another. He tapped into the Party app and made loot Open.

All the floating dim bubbles brightened.

¤ Loot

× 2 Silver, 4 Copper

·

» 8× Staziboar Meat

» 23× Kako Bacon

» Ring of Strength [Uncommon · Lvl. 10]

» Basic Spear [Common · Lvl. 3 · 9-13]

¤ Ring of Strength

× Uncommon Ring · Lvl. 10

» Durability: 72/98

·

« Effects

» +2 to Strength

¤ Basic Spear [9-13 damage]

× Common Spear · Lvl. 3

» Durability: 19/50

·

« Requirements

» 8 Strength

Knock was still deciding on a mount, so Dhane walked out into the open area of the hedge maze where the fountain gurgled and a small chest sat unguarded.

He tapped the top of it, and it sprang open, tossing a single item into the air: 1× Dungeon Map.


Chapter
Eleven



Now, this was starting to feel like an old-school Zelda game. The map—a temporary item, Dungeon Bound—provided an overview of the entire hedge maze with a clearly marked red skull for the boss.

Maybe there was, locked behind the boss in a secret room, a piece of the Triforce. Probably not. But treasure chests stuffed full of gold coins would be nice, too.

Knock wandered up, his excited demeanor now replaced with a sense of dismay. “Where . . . where be loot?” he asked, looking about while shielding his eyes from the sun.

“Hmm? I grabbed it already,” Dhane said, and Knock deflated a little more. “It’s just going back to the other Cobalins. Does it matter who grabs it?”

Knock huffed and shrugged. It was the body language that so elegantly communicated that it did, in fact, matter, but he wouldn’t say so outright.

“You chose your mount?” Dhane asked, changing the topic. “I thought you couldn’t read.”

“I read some words en . . . pictures.”

“What did you choose?”

Knock grinned. “You want see! I always always want cool mount but be low level. Now, come mount, come come!” He waved his arms, and the air distorted with pools of vibrations.

Pinpricks of light merged and formed into a giant . . . caterpillar? It was a chunky bulbous thing about two feet high and eight feet long.

A gradient of green coloring ran from its bottom to top, light to dark. Its feet were pudgy, sprouting thick white hairs. And its head was smooth and round, featuring dozens of white circles outlined in a darker shade of green.

Knock jumped onto its back and grinned. He rocked back and forth, thrusting his hips forward, waving his hand into a circle above his head. “Yeehaw! Yeehaw!”

The caterpillar dragged up its end, scrunched up its middle, then slowly eased forward.

Knock giggled. “So so cool!”

So so slow, Dhane thought. Typically, the point of having a mount was to get from point A to point B faster than one would otherwise by running their Stamina into the ground.

Yet . . . whatever.

Knock liked his new mount, so that was that. His mount, his decision. There was no point in disparaging the kid—

Hmm, was he a kid? Or maybe he was an adult with a kid’s disposition? All of the Cobalins looked the same age, which made things all the more confusing.

Anyway, there was no point in making him feel bad about the decision that clearly made him happy, especially if the decision couldn’t be changed.

If heaven was meant for anything, it should—above everything else—be about happiness. What was so concerning, though, was how it didn’t seem to be about happiness at all.

This heaven had something wrong with it. Or maybe people needed a mixture of the negative life experiences to better enjoy the good things, like getting a giant caterpillar.

And loot, he realized. Loot was the candy hiding in living piñatas. Come to think of it, the idea of murdering things to steal their stuff was quite appalling.

And so much fun. . . .

New article, 5 Signs You’re Addicted to Murder.

It wasn’t like the people or monsters stayed dead. Besides, he wasn’t a murder hobo. He simply had a healthy disposition of—

Pfft, fine. But he drew the line at kids. Those who would knowingly hurt kids to get loot were trash and deserved a hot stick in the eye.

In any case, Dhane, being Dhane, took all the loot. He wasn’t being a good team player. Even if the loot was intended for all Cobalins, Knock, no doubt, would like recognition for his part in obtaining it.

Dhane summoned his phone, and like everything he did, it materialized from wisps of smoke. Was that new? So much damn smoke; he probably smelled like Smokey Bear.

Maybe his soul was on fire. The Cobalins—the fodder Cobalins—didn’t command smoke with everything they did, so it wasn’t because of his affinity.

Add it to the list of unknowable things.

Or maybe a specific divinity could be bothered to answer her door once in a while. The Mother of Shadows would have answers, but by the time he saw her, he’d probably forget to ask.

Le sigh.

He opened the Trading app to a screen partitioned into thirds, each a grid for items. The bottom third was reserved for his current inventory, making it easy to drag-and-drop items for trade.

He dragged out all 9× Staziboar Meat.

Knock had moved five full-length, uncondensed feet in no specific direction. He was lying on his back, arms braced behind his head, legs crossed at the ankle, grinning.

“This be good life,” he said. “Everyone be so jelly. See me cruisin’ en snoozin’, easy-peasy spidey squeezy!”

“You might not want to let Octoralis hear you say that.”

Knock tensed and looked around. “Where be biggo spidey?”

“I don’t know,” Dhane said. A sliver of concern ebbed its way into his chest. Her absence was a drilling hollowness that simply lingered, leaving him incomplete.

If she had died, he would have known, right? But instead, she merely drifted away. He decided to change the topic and held his phone out. “You want some of this loot?”

Knock shot upright. His ankles, locked together as they were, didn’t help the abrupt movement. He tumbled over the side of his new toy, then sprang to his feet.

He summoned his GameBoy, which materialized normally: no smoke, no flash of light. From one moment, it ceased to exist. The next, the old off-white plastic and green screen were there like they had always been there.

“Now, remember,” Dhane said, “this loot is for everyone. Got it? Everything we do is for the village, so I don’t want to hear you’re hoarding all the meat from the others.”

“Me no whore. Me help!”

“Hoard. With a D. It means you need to share, so they have food as well. And since you’re one of the fodder, you have a responsibility to help others. They don’t have the same tools as you do.”

“They don’t have Green Lightning!”

“Green what?”

“Me mount. This be Green Lightning,” he said and motioned to the caterpillar who was doing its damndest to run away at a foot per minute.

Dhane made an ahh sound and nodded, acting the part of a very impressed friend. “Aptly named. . . .”

He selected Knock from a list of available players in close proximity, then submitted his trade request. “I think you just need to accept. If you change anything on your side, I’ll have to reaffirm my intention to trade.”

Knock accepted the trade, and the 9× Staziboar Meat disappeared. “Now we do it again? Beat up more hairy pigs? Get more loot, more meat!”

“Again and again until we get to the boss,” Dhane said and led the way.
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Dungeons were peculiar things with peculiar challenges. There were traps of every type: tripwires that launched arrows, triggered large blades to slice horizontally, vertically, diagonally, and in one particular instance, a blade that swept through the entire passageway.

There were pits with spikes, pressure plates with spikes, flying logs with spikes, and spikes with spikes. You’d think that someone around here liked spikes. . . .

None of these defensive precautions posed much of a threat. The complex triggering contraptions all gave off little vibrations like everything else in the world.

If something felt a bit more intricate than it otherwise appeared, there was a good chance it wanted to kill you.

Welcome to Olindale.

What made these traps more peculiar than anything else was how they killed indiscriminately. They sliced, impaled, shot, and buried anything that had the ill fortune of being where they ought not to be. And this worked out quite well.

Dungeons had a knack for becoming more difficult, more dangerous the further one progressed. But with mobs as stupid as they were and traps as indiscriminate as they were, Dhane adjusted his strategy, using the dungeon against itself.

The only problem with using traps one did not create to kill something one did not deal any damage to was how such deaths did not award experience. But that wasn’t too terribly difficult to solve.

Dhane mentally tapped the Send button on his message to Knock to start their latest and most ambitious—also known as dangerous and stupid—strategy.

The boss of the moving dungeon was somewhere below the surface. The entrance to its lair, a marble stairway of fine workmanship, sat between two tall hedges. Torches provided a flickering glow at the sides despite the unmoving sun. And three dozen vases full of pink flowers gave the entrance a peaceful look.

What countered this look, however, was the horde of fifteen Staziboars all doing what Staziboars did best: nothing at all.

These mobs, unlike their lesser counterparts that patrolled the dungeon’s beginning areas, had armor. They stood taller, stronger, and looked all the more ruthless and ruthlessly bored.

It had only taken Dhane the better part of an hour to get into position, sneaking along the inner wall where it cast a shadow. If he had moved too quickly, his transparent self would have fizzled away and become opaque.

Now, he stood at the far end of the gauntlet of mobs, waiting for Knock. Waiting and waiting and . . .

Come on!

Dhane mentally tapped in Now! within another message and hit Send, expecting an illusion of a scantly clad Staziboar or something to appear. Two more minutes passed, and still nothing.

The little guy had full health, so what the hell could he be up to? Five more minutes—seventeen messages—and the answer to that question revealed itself . . . slowly.

Knock was lying back on his caterpillar, his caterpillar that was scrunching and extending itself out beyond the edge of its hiding place, a hiding place they were, under no circumstances, to leave.

The swarm of Staziboars immediately became alert. Their beady brown eyes glared at the cute green mount carrying its delicious green package as if in offering for a peace treaty.

They snorted and grunted and made all manner of noises. Worst of all was the excited squealing sound. The commotion did what Dhane’s relentless messages failed to do. It woke the blasted Cobalin.

Dhane palmed his forehead, a move that broke his concealment. But the Staziboars were not paying attention to what stood behind them. They had only one thing on their mind: Cobalin kebabs.

Knock jerked upright and started urging his mount to move faster than its consistent crawl. Unfortunately for him, that was the only speed his mount understood. It turned at a glacial pace, working its way back to where it shouldn’t have left in the first place.

This prompted Knock to abandon his mount in a tumbling, scurrying sort of fashion, desummoning it in the process. He fled around the corner and back into the passageway it connected with.

The Staziboars charged after him; Dhane charged after them, silent and unnoticed. They turned the corner, a corner that featured a significant buildup of spiderwebs.

Mindless mobs being mindless mobs, none stopped to consider the implications of such an occurrence, nor did they care that they were charging into an eventual dead-end, squealing and thrusting their weapons in the air.

They all ran past a rather malformed and slightly green vase. The flowers poking out from the top looked more like ears than anything plantlike.

Despite how stupid the mobs in this dungeon were—stupid enough to not notice the apparent disguise of a low-level Illusionist—they never triggered their own traps.

So when the boars stampeded along the passageway toward its eventual dead-end, finally having something to do, none of them stepped on the pressure plate hiding dozens of interlocked gears beneath.

“You are so freaking lucky!” Dhane shouted to the ugly vase. He had a few other choice words he’d like to let loose but now was not the time.

The Staziboars abruptly turned at the sound of his voice. The tail-end of the horde was a good thirty feet ahead.

Dhane triggered Web Wall, summoning strands of silk to weave from one wall to the other into an impossibly hard barrier.

Having been so thoroughly tricked, humiliated, and bested in a round of wits, the boars attacked the wall of sticky whiteness with fervid excess.

Okay, that was an exaggeration. The boars probably didn’t care one bit. Probably didn’t have the capability of caring. Enemy here. Enemy there. Go go go.

Idiots.

But it was because they were idiots that a party of two was able to get so far into the labyrinth of dangerous hazards.

The moment the wall lost its health, shimmering away into spent pearlescent mana, Dhane did two things.

First, he triggered Venomous Spiders. Now that the mobs had effectively jammed themselves into the smallest of possible shapes, the skill was able to affect most of them.

Second, he ran forward with all the courage and valor of a seasoned gamer in the face of no uncertain death. At least, that was what he wanted the Staziboars to think if they . . . you know, thought of anything at all.

He tripped, staggered forward, and, much like his previous life, bellyflopped hard on the stone bricks. The pressure plate he was aiming for clicked beneath him.

A spinning vibration shot through the ground right before a thick blade as long as the passageway was wide whooshed through the air, slicing out from the hedges.

The boars snorted their surprise, shoved at each other, then proceeded to amicably part ways with their favorite lower halves.

The blade, having reached the end of the passageway and accomplishing its one and only gruesome task, stopped with a clang. Then, a ratcheting sound slowly pulled the blade back along its original path.

Dozens of loot bubbles sprang up into the air. A wave of purple disks divided in half and sailed toward both Dhane and Knock, who happened to still be in the shape of a vase.

+2,340xp.

It was a solid chunk of progress. In fact, combined with the 3,207xp they had earned, fighting their way to the last section of the maze, he was incredibly close to leveling: 9,455/11,000.

“I level level!” the vase said, wobbling in excitement.

Dhane sighed. “Of course you did.” It was Knock’s third freaking level in one damn dungeon. Sure, Knock was at a much lower level to start with, and sure, the guy didn’t have to earn twice as much experience as normal, but . . . but . . .

Well, there was no but. It was a good thing. The annoyance wasn’t at Knock. It was at Dhane’s own lackluster progress. Two nights ago, he had earned eight levels. Eight levels!

Now, he was feeling the pain of his dual-class decision, not that he would change anything if he could. Being a dual-class came with a lot of benefits. Progress just felt achingly slow.

Then again, he did have a few ideas on how to power level himself. Every game had little secrets or exploits to progress faster than the average player.

These ideas, however, would have to wait. They were at the precipice of a boss fight, not to mention the gobs of loot hovering about alluringly.

Knock’s vase illusion cracked and shattered into flakes of spent mana. He sprinted toward the loot, yelling, “Loot loot loot!”

“Hey! Don’t take it all,” Dhane said, chasing after the twerp.

“Me no whore. Me share!”

“It’s hoard! And you’d say, ‘I’m not a hoarder.’ ”

“I say what I say. I no tell you how to say what you say.”

Dhane sighed. “Take the meat, then. You can give it to Rendy when we get back. And leave me the money.”

Knock poked at the floating Staziboar Meat, altogether avoiding the stacks of Kako Bacon like they were a minefield.

When it came time to divide the other drops—a hodgepodge of weapons, one set of armor, and a ring—he waited with impatience, twisting his hands together.

“Hmm. Let’s split the weapons,” Dhane said. “We’re going to need a lot of weapons for the other Cobalins.”

“But they not be fodder,” Knock said, forehead furrowed.

“That doesn’t mean they can’t use a dagger. Look, the village is hidden, but the only real defense is the ability to fight off threats. Besides, if they have weapons, they can hunt.”

“More meat?” Knock asked, his interest suddenly piqued.

“More meat,” Dhane agreed. “The more we work together, the better it will be for everyone. Better housing, better food, and the freedom to pursue the work they want.”

“I no understand. We do what we want.”

“You wanted to be fodder?”

“Yes! Very much. Fodder be honor. Only winner of big fight be fodder.”

“And everyone else? Those who are not fodder, what do they do?”

Knock cocked his head in thought for a moment, then shrugged. “They do . . . stuff. Do . . .”

“You don’t know what anyone else does, do you?”

“I be fodder. I no care what they do. They sing en, en . . . dance, en catch spiders for stew. Some be royal bloods—stand in fancy, dumb armor all day.”

Ugh, there was that nasty stew again. And . . . weren’t the Cobalins once human? Maybe— Oh, shit bacon. Maybe that was all they had to eat, living below the surface and hiding, unable to hunt or gather normal food.

That wouldn’t be the case for Dedu Tedu Novus. He would work hard to ensure everyone had the food and supplies they needed to accomplish whatever their goals were in this heavenly afterlife.

He would build them a foundation.

And—he realized—much like how he had masters to focus on different aspects of resource gathering, he could use a Master of . . . what, Defense? The Guard? The Armory?

Dhane eyed the floating miniature swords, daggers, and spears. They were all marked with a white diamond to indicate a common item, except for one blue one: a rare dagger.

An idea started to percolate. He sighed elaborately and said, “We’re going to need to find someone to be the Master of Defense. Hmm. They will have to be a strong, honorable Cobalin that doesn’t fear battle. . . .”

“Oh! I be Master Defense, I can.”

“You?” Dhane asked, raising an eyebrow and letting an uncomfortable silence linger between them.

Obviously, he wanted Knock to take the position. Out of all the Cobalins, Knock—especially after gaining three levels—was probably the strongest. He was also stupidly brave when it mattered the most and was one of the only Cobalins to not be captured when Dedu Tedu fell.

But, as psychology would have it, a position earned would be given far more effort than a position given freely, or worse, assigned. This not only needed to be Knock’s decision, but he also had to fight for it, want it.

“Me, yes. I be strong. En I fight biggest en bestest monsters. You see. En . . .”

“. . . fall asleep on the job?”

“You take long long time! I be awake en wait en wait, but no sleep at night. It just be small nap.”

Dhane rubbed his chin, pretending to give the matter its due consideration. “But,” he said, “I thought you were fodder?”

“No fodder in new village. No hide in dark below. You say it, best protection be fighting, not dying to appease dumb-dumb adventurers.”

“Alright,” Dhane said. “That settles it. Knock, you are no longer the fodder that protects the village. You are the Master of Defense.”

Knock grinned and nodded enthusiastically. “Thank you, Great Shadow! I do good good job. I— What . . . eh, do I do?”

Dhane laughed. “You recruit those who wish to defend the village. You arm them, train them, and work to build defenses.”

“But . . .” Knock said, brows pressed together in deep contemplation, “they already have arms.”

“Knock,” Dhane said, pointing his finger as if to make a point, “everyone can use a second set of arms.” Then he laughed and explained that arms were weapons.

“I see, I see! Give them swords en daggers en long wood things. En defense buildings?”

“You can work with”—Dhane snapped his fingers, thinking who his Master of Builders was, then he remembered his Notes app—“Box.”

“Box made it to village? Yes yes! Box be in role-play group. He be good at imagination. What he do for village?”

“He’s the Master of Builders. He’ll work with others to get resources for building what the village needs. So if you need stone for walls or wood for a tower, you’ll work with him to make it happen.”

Knock nodded. “I do this thing!”

“But,” Dhane said, “talk to me before the two of you build anything. I might have some good ideas worth considering. And placement is going to be important if we’re going to fit all the new houses and farms.”

“Yes. Okay,” Knock said, then pointed to all the floating Kako Bacon. “You want bad meat?”

“Why not. . . .” Dhane tapped the items, then motioned to the floating weapons. “You take all the weapons. Well, except this one.”

He poked the rare dagger, and it shifted into a ball of light before jumping into his chest. He also took the armor and ring.

¤ Stinging Metal [6-10 damage]

× Rare Dagger · Lvl. 8

» Durability: 106/127

·

« Requirements

» 11 Dexterity

·

« Effects

» +2 to Dexterity

¤ Rugged Leather [48/56ap]

× Common Armor · Lvl. 4

» Durability: 42/56

¤ Ring of Health

× Rare Ring · Lvl. 7

» Durability: 94/105

·

« Effects

» +20 to Health

Dhane equipped the dagger as his primary weapon, then equipped the armor. Rivulets of smoke shifted over his clothing and materialized as a basic set of brown leather.

It had no decoration: no symbols, no braided leather or beads or even a fancy belt with multiple buckles. The only thing it did, other than look overly plain, was tug in all the wrong places.

“Oooh,” Knock said.

“It’s not that impressive.”

“Armor be armor. If you no want, I take.”

“It’ll fit you?” Dhane asked, which he immediately realized was a stupid question. All armor was automatically resized to fit the wearer.

“Yes yes!”

“I tell you what, if we find something better, you can have this one. Alright?”

“Really? Fodder get no armor.”

“But you’re no longer fodder,” Dhane pointed out.

Knock grinned and nodded.

Now, there was a simple matter of deciding what rings Dhane wanted to wear. He could only equip two. The Ring of Rest was a no-brainer, he wouldn’t give that up, but did he want +20 Health or +2 Strength?

The Strength would bump his attribute to 10, which was average. But it wouldn’t do anything. He’d only start gaining extra physical damage once his Strength attribute was above 10.

Health, on the other hand, was an immediate benefit. And they were about to fight a boss, so having extra health made sense.

Maybe he could hold onto the Ring of Strength for—he mentally accessed his Notes app—Bigboy, the Master of Lumber. Either he or his team could use the ring.

Well, that decided it. Dhane tapped the Equip button on the ¤ Ring of Health and now had 105/105 Health, not to mention 42/50 armor.

With that done, he quickly toggled his inventory to show all items received within the moving dungeon.

¤ Loot [Moving Dungeon]

× 2 gold, 5 silver, 9 copper

·

» 196× Kako Bacon

» Ringing Halberd [Uncommon · Lvl. 7 · 16-24]

» Dungeon Map

» Basic Spear [Common · Lvl. 3 · 9-13]

» Ring of Strength [Uncommon · Lvl. 10]

» Stinging Metal [Rare · Lvl. 8 · 6-10]

» Ring of Health [Rare · Lvl. 7]

» Rugged Leather [Common · Lvl. 4 · 48/56]

“Here, take this,” Dhane said. He initiated a trade to give Knock the ¤ Ringing Halberd and ¤ Basic Spear.

“More arms?” Knock asked, accepting the trade.

“Yup. Now, are you ready for the boss?”

“Great Shadows be always ready,” Knock said, puffing up his chest.

“Then we march to our death.”

“To death! Or . . . be lots of loot?”

“Or lots of loot!”


Chapter
Twelve



With all the mobs dispatched to flakes of soul dust, it left the entrance to the boss’s lair wide open. It was free admittance to what would likely be a thrilling and painful ride to the afterlife.

The after-afterlife?

The marble stairway descended a hundred or so feet to a relatively small round room with a high ceiling, everything lit by torchlight.

A floating blob of blue glided between the torches. The glow of fire illuminated its insides of squiggly lines that waved and spun. Little beads of light slowly traced those lines toward its front.

It paused at an unlit torch, summoned a gooey ball of pearlescent mana, and pushed it into a series of small symbols.

A blaze circled up from the torch’s handle and ignited the top. With the job well done, the blob of blue eased away from the torch and floated to another needing attention.

Knock charged.

The mob didn’t seem aware of anything beyond the few unlit torches. Or maybe it simply didn’t care. In any case, Knock slashed his Cobalin sword through the blob, and it popped.

Unlike most creatures that died, this one didn’t turn into a silvery-white glow that flaked away, nor did it drop disks of purple experience. No, it exploded like a water balloon, raining its icky blue essence on a surprised Cobalin.

Knock turned to look at Dhane, brows pulled together, face no longer its healthy glow of green but now a blueberry blue.

“Well,” Dhane said, “that’ll teach you.”

Knock laughed. “It be awesome! How I look?”

“Like you just ate a Smurf.”

“Ha! I know dis one. Little blue people?” He raised his arm and, of course, licked the slime.

Dhane shuddered. Oi. When something exploded on you, there were very few reasons to taste it.

“It taste like . . .” Knock said, words trailing in thought, one eye twitching, “runny Sour Patch Kids. You want some?”

“No. . . . But thank you?”

Knock shrugged and licked his arm again.

The room led to a giant double door oddly reminiscent of the double door beneath Dedu Tedu Novus: intimidatingly large and split down the center.

Flowers in glossy white vases, tall and short, filled in the space around the walls except for where two tables sat. They both had matching white tablecloths with frilly pink ends.

The first table held baskets stuffed with red health potions. A wooden sign above it read, Please take one, in nice cursive.

The second table featured a large book propped open. Half a dozen little jars were placed neatly around it, each a different color, holding a matching quill pen.

A . . . guestbook? It lay open with a golden ribbon down the center. Scrawled on the page—beneath a blue handprint—taking up three of the available lines was N O K, written in purple ink.

Knock grinned, still holding the quill pen. “I signed it! Want to add message? Give feedback for dungeon?”

“You spelled your name wrong.”

“Huh? No, I didn’t.”

“Your character sheet spells your name K N O C K, not N O K.”

“K-nok . . . Kunok?”

“The K’s silent. You know, I’m going to teach you how to read one of these days. Oh! We can open a school.”

Knock shook his head. “I no want school! I enough smart.”

“How are you even choosing your skills without reading?”

“Pictures. I make de bestest decisions.”

“What? You can’t just go off of whatever picture looks the best. Do you even know how your skills work?”

“I know. I do! Pick picture en know. It be how it works.”

“Okay, sure, but you could have skills that work well together. We should go over—”

The large doors opened slowly, vibrating the room. The health potions clinked and clattered in their baskets.

Dhane grabbed a potion and told Knock to do the same, then said, “We’re going over your skills after this, alright?”

Honestly, Dhane could go over his own skills again. There was bound to be something he was forgetting, something that would allow him to take on more dangerous enemies, enemies that would drop more experience and better loot.

He summoned his new dagger. Swirls of smoke speared through the air into the shape of a dangerous blade before shifting from particles to dark steel. It didn’t reflect the light like other blades did, seemingly soaking it in instead.

It fit perfectly in his hand, not a long dagger like the Cobalin sword but an actual dagger, elegantly crafted for the deed of coaxing souls from their stubborn bodies.

He triggered Exploding Spider and had it materialize on the thin cross-guard—or was it called a quillion? In either case, the spider matched the dark gray metal, blending in almost perfectly.

Knock had his Cobalin sword out. He was quite determined and ready to create an illusion.

Maybe they shouldn’t be standing in front of the opening doors but to the side. The thought was a little late.

Stretched out before them was an elaborate room of fancy furniture, all white leather and wood and marble except for where pink flowers grew in vases.

“Mmm! Guests!” a deep yet feminine voice rolled across the polished marble in English. “Comme and sit. We have mmuch to discuss!”

The voice wasn’t attached to anyone or thing. Knock looked around, then said, “I see no boss.”

“Mmm?” the voice said. “Of course! I won’t comme out until it’s safe.”

“Safe?” Dhane asked. “You’re the boss. We’re supposed to fight. . .?” He wanted to make that a statement: We’re here to defeat the boss! But now, he wasn’t entirely sure.

“Maybe no boss?” Knock asked.

“Mmer! I amm the boss,” the voice said. “This is mmy dungeon. But I think we can comme to termms without any pain. Comme! Please. Have a seat and put your deadly toys away.”

Dhane considered the request. He looked between his beautiful dagger of death and a confused Knock.

“I have cookies,” the voice said, “scrummy, yummy cookies. They are on the coffee table.”

This seemed to seal the deal for Knock. The Cobalin dropped all sense of self-preservation—not that he had much to begin with—and ran toward the table and couches.

Le sigh. All it took was the promise of a bit of sugar. Dhane shouldn’t be surprised, but he had hoped his new Master of Defense wasn’t so distractible or trusting or . . . dumb.

Well, if he was honest with himself, he didn’t expect to win against a dungeon boss anyway. This was more of a way to find the exit and get back to more important things, such as building Dedu Tedu Novus.

Dhane desummoned his Exploding Spider and deposited his dagger to the Inventory app. If nothing else, the hidden dungeon boss—and generous hostess—promised an interesting encounter.

And, who was he kidding, cookies.

When was the last time he had a cookie or anything sweet? A mere week ago, he had gone out for ice cream, and not only did he utterly fail in that quest, but he somehow became the King of Shadows in an eternal war.

King of Shadows and . . . surrogate father to more kids than he was comfortable thinking about. But they couldn’t all be kids. They might have started as such, but who knew how long each had been here: years, decades.

Now with Knock standing on his tippy-toes at the small coffee table that sat between a couch, a loveseat, and a cushioned chair, it was apparent just how not-small the furniture really was.

The surface of the coffee table was a good five feet off the ground, covered with white plates, white coasters, and a massive white platter full of cookies.

Dhane walked up to the coffee table, reached across the surface, and grabbed the platter, dragging it closer to the edge.

All the cookies were perfectly formed, designed with stripes and shapes, all a bright pink to match the flowers. Each of them was also about the size of a small pizza.

“I . . . can’t . . . reach!” Knock yelled, stretching a hand over the table’s edge, fingers feeling around for a delicious prize.

Dhane handed him enough calories to kill—was that the strategy here, put them into a sugar coma?—then picked the little guy up and put him on what could only be described, by the Cobalin’s exuberant display of happiness, as cloud nine, AKA, the giant couch.

Dhane retrieved his own cookie and easily jumped into the next seat, which was deceptively dense as if built to hold something far heavier.

Just as he took the first bite of his ten pounds worth of diabetes, something moved out beyond the arrangement of furniture. It was, no doubt, the boss, her vibration lines revealing an unexpected shape.

The room, now that he took the time to look, was full of stone statues of Staziboars in heroic poses, wielding different weapons. But none of them were like the boss.

She stepped out from behind a column of marble: a giant Minotaur of light brown hide, featuring a spread of white that washed across half her face, changing one of her brown eyes to blue.

Knock nearly dropped his cookie. He said, seemingly without thought, which was unfortunately common for the guy, “How now, brown cow?”

“Mmer! I’mm no cow,” she said. “I’mm a Minotaura!”

Then, as if trying to outdo himself, he asked in a loud whisper, “Dhanie, she be pregnant?”

“Mma! I’mm mmost certainly amm not!”

Then Knock had another bright idea and started to say—

Dhane cupped his hand over the Cobalin’s mouth. “Sh shh shhh. Let’s try not to offend our host. She did give you a cookie, did she not?” He peeled his hand away, finding it now covered in sticky blue, and sighed.

Knock nodded, wide-eyed, and seemed to have suddenly remembered the brick of a cookie in his lap, choosing to take the biggest of bites he could manage. As far as the cookie was concerned, it was a nibble.

Dhane turned to the Minotaura, rubbing the goo on his pants. “You said you had important matters to discuss?”

“Yes, indeed!” she said. “First, let mme introduce mmyself. I’mm Brittlely Bright, baker and mmaker of all things white.”

“I am Dhane,” he said. Then, feeling that his introduction was a bit humdrum, added, “King of Shadows, leader of the . . . insane?”

Brittlely Bright clapped her three-fingered hands. “Yes! Very well done. I so wanted to mmeet you, and amm glad your rude friend brought you to mmy dungeon.”

She fanned her face, then said, “Please, King of Shadows, grant mme your wisdomm. You have bested mmy dungeon with such ease. What can I do to immprove? Adventurers are getting through, and I’mm afraid of losing mmy dungeon core.”

The mention of dungeon core stirred up a series of thoughts and knowledge. Dungeons manifested into the world from dungeon cores. They were like limited Infinity Stones, or specifically, the Reality Stone.

Dungeon cores did nothing until they were claimed, then the owner could summon forth a new reality within a pocket instance where imagination was nearly the only limit.

The information sliding into Dhane’s brain gave him a slight headache. It was all fuddled and hard to grasp.

Hmm. There were limits and rules and consequences when the dungeon—and its boss—failed against adventurers. The dungeon lost power and prestige. Eventually, the core would be drained, and the dungeon’s reality would crumble.

Should that happen, the boss would be stripped of their ability to create. They would be cast out from the Dungeon Core Society and become what they had fought against: adventurers.

“You want my feedback?” he asked.

“Very mmuch so!”

“And . . . what do we get in return?”

“Mmer! How very dull of mme. I don’t expect your charity. I have items and experience to trade. Here, you did earn a treasure chest. And I can give you mmore.”

Brittlely Bright waved her hand. Everything on the coffee table shifted into a golden light that swirled together into a chest.

“Loot!” Knock yelled, cookie crumbs falling out of his mouth and down his front.

“Mm-hmm! That is what adventurers want, yes? Some wealth and itemms. But dungeon cores want lives. When adventurers die, mmy core grows stronger.”

And a stronger core—Dhane knew at a fundamental level; his brain was finally getting things sorted—allowed for more mobs, stronger mobs, better traps, and more space.

He dropped down from the couch and tapped the treasure chest. The lid opened, and items sprang into the air to hover, trapped within bubbles.

¤ Loot

× 2 gold, 7 silver, 2 copper

·

» 50× Kako Bacon

» 10× Staziboar Meat

» Katsen Leather Armor [Rare · Lvl. 10 · 122ap]

» 4× Piglet Seed

» 6× Sugar Momma Cookie

¤ Katsen Leather Armor [122ap]

× Rare Armor · Lvl. 10

» Durability: 122/122

·

« Effects

» +20% to Hearing (with hood up)

·

« Skills

» Katsen Polymorph [Lvl. 1]

¤ Katsen Polymorph [Enchantment · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 40

» Duration: 14 minutes

» Target: Self

·

» Turn yourself into a black Katsen and explore a new world of what it’s like to be a mob, either fierce and fear-worthy or butt-lickingly cute.

·

» The polymorph lasts for 14 [Enchantment Level × Dexterity] minutes. The effect can be removed at will after 3 seconds of channeling or when damage is taken.

Dhane grabbed all the items since Knock couldn’t reach them. He opened a trading window, dropped the ¤ Staziboar Meat and cookies into his grid, and then hit the Trade button.

Knock grinned. “I get armor, now?”

“Ah . . . yeah, I guess so.” Dhane equipped the new ¤ Katsen Leather Armor, replacing ¤ Rugged Leather. The overly plain and not all too comfortable armor shifted away into smoke.

What replaced it was a work of art. The material seemed to meld with him. It was black leather, accented with scale and fur, and . . . had two belts! He loved it already.

“Mmer! Pull up the hood,” Brittlely Bright said, smiling and tapping her fingers together in anticipation.

Dhane did so, finding the fit to be a bit more snug than the ¤ Midnight Leather armor he had before.

Knock laughed. “Cat ears! You be like cat!”

“Cat ears?” Dhane asked.

Brittlely Bright clapped excitedly. “Very cute!” She twirled her finger, and a swirl of golden light materialized as a mirror.

Dhane was a . . . cat. A freaking cat. Sure, the armor was beautiful, elegant, and perfectly fit his second class of being an assassin. But there, atop his head, were two cat ears that twitched this way and that.

He never had a problem with hearing. He could hear the slightest of whispers from someone in the next room. He could pinpoint their location and even see the vibrations of their voice as it formed from their vocal cords.

Even so, a +20% to his hearing was insane. It boosted his class abilities and even without his bone mask on, the vibration lines were brighter.

But . . . cat ears!

He pulled the hood back, noting how the material seemed to cling to his own ears. It sent a shiver into the back of his head and down his spine.

“Me get armor now?” Knock asked.

Dhane nodded, then noticed in the mirror how his armor didn’t have the cat ears anymore; they only appeared when his hood was up.

And beyond the appearance of his new armor was him. He just would not get used to his not-brown eyes of aquamarine staring back, irises starting to break and elongate. His skin still had that reflective sheen to it like oil on water.

It was what it was. Octoralis would call him pretty, and maybe that was true. Maybe all the girls would love his semi-sparkly skin when the light hit just right.

That thought made him think of Penny, and thinking of Penny was an automatic trigger for him to check his messages.

Still nothing.

Dhane tried to keep his disappointment buried deep within where it couldn’t hurt him. It just felt so . . . raw: an open wound that wouldn’t close.

He had to keep reminding himself that this relationship was only a few days old, that it was okay for her to ghost him if that was what she wanted.

He opened the Trading app, dropped ¤ Rugged Leather into his grid, and initiated a trade with Knock.

The little guy jumped to his feet, standing on the couch. He had his original GameBoy out, all smiles and excitement. The moment the trade concluded, Knock equipped his new armor.

Smoke didn’t exude from him and shift into armor. No, instead, a shimmer of light twinkled around him and formed into the overly plain brown leather. It was an immediate improvement to his ragged clothes.

He stood upright, arms straight at his side, and grinned into the mirror. “I be so handsome! Desley be impressed when we get her back.” His words held no hint of lingering sadness and frustration as before, they were full of confidence and determination.

“Now,” Brittlely Bright said, dismissing the mirror to flakes of gold, “I also have these.” Two blue orbs materialized from the air and spun around her index finger. “Experience orbs. Mmm. Very costly to a dungeon core, but I trust in mmy investmment. Five thousand experience each.”

Dhane sat upright. Experience was his greatest handicap as a dual-class player. He could very much use 5,000xp, or perhaps even 10,000xp. Knock didn’t need it, did he?

“Okay,” he said, “feedback on your dungeon. . . . But you know that I’ve never created a dungeon before, right?”

“I’mm aware. But you are the King of Shadows. You have all of the Society in such a flutter. And you have thoroughly beaten mmy test. Allying mmyself to you and your ideas will be of great benefit.”

“Why does the Society care about me? And how do they even know about me?”

“Moving dungeons are the great highway of news. When adventurers die, their mmemories, their thoughts, their concerns seep into the dungeon core.”

“We lose our memories?” Dhane asked, thinking through everything he magically knew about dungeon cores. There was nothing about memories or thoughts.

“Don’t be silly. If dungeons stole mmemories, no one would risk themmselves for treasure and the dungeons would die.”

“But—”

“Dungeon cores get a shallow copy of those who die. It is the food that grants mme power. And fromm it, I learn of the outside world.”

Dhane nodded. “Alright. But why does the Society care about me?”

Brittlely Bright laughed. “Is that a serious question? A new king rises to fight against the Light and you wonder why we dungeons care? What side of this conflict do you immagine we’re on?”

“I . . .” he said and stopped to think. Were dungeons of Shadow? “I just assumed the dungeons were neutral.”

“Mmer. . . . You are not wrong. Do you know the difference between a dungeon and a mmoving dungeon?”

Dhane shook his head. The knowledge at the back of his mind was rather basic. It got him into the right area, but by no means was it a graduate degree.

“Normal dungeons are formmed naturally like a cave over a mmillennia. There is no thought, no design, no intent. They mmerely formm and gather power by the mmindless mmobs that fall into themm.”

“So,” Dhane said, “a moving dungeon is created. Not by chance and time, but intentionally.”

“Quite right. And those of Light cannot interact with a dungeon core. Their very essence is destructive to the chaos energies that mmake dungeons possible.”

“All moving dungeons are of Shadow.”

“Correct. And you are the King of Shadows, are you not?”

It all clicked.

The title he gave himself was fake until it wasn’t. But it was never about being the king of all those of Shadow. Really, it wasn’t about being anything other than bravado and self-importance to stave off death or eternal slumber.

But then he accepted his role in ruling over the Cobalins. They were, after all, in desperate need of leadership. Something was better than nothing.

Now, all those of Shadow were hearing about this mystical King of Shadows.

Oh boy. . . .

“Yes yes, he be King of Shadows!” Knock yelled, waving about his impossibly half-eaten cookie. “He fight Celestial Royal en save Cobalins.”

It was more like he ran from the Celestial Royal, King of Light, and through a sense of need to do something positive, tried to sacrifice himself to help the Cobalins. In hindsight, he was pretty lucky.

“So I’ve heard,” Brittlely Bright said.

Well, whether or not Dhane was the one and only King of Shadows, and whether or not those of Shadow would accept him as such . . . didn’t matter. He could cross that bridge later.

Brittlely Bright’s problem, however, was something he was confident he could help with. And he really did want the experience.

“I’ll help,” he said. “But you’re going to have to fill in some of the gaps. I haven’t built a dungeon per se, but I was pretty decent at Dungeon Keeper.”

“Dungeon Keeper?” Brittlely Bright asked.

“It’s an old PC game.”

“PC?”

“Personal Computer. . .?”

Brittlely Bright shook her head and twitched her ear. “I can’t say I’mm aware of such magic.”

Curious. “Where were you before you came to Olindale?”

“What a deep question! Unfortunately, I’mm without such mmemories. What camme before is a mmatter of great debate among the Minotaurs.”

“There are others?”

“Naturally. Did you think mme the only one?”

“Until I met you, I didn’t know there were any Minotaurs in this world.”

“I don’t doubt you. Minotaurs prefer their solitude. They enjoy exploring the great unknown and often get lost in mmazes; terrible sense of direction, I swear.”

Huh, so while the Cobalins were once humans, Minotaurs were not, or at least they didn’t remember their past lives. And with that thought, King Gigeneepa was probably something else, too.

“Okay,” Dhane said, thinking about the dungeon he and his stalwart, cookie-crumb-covered companion had bested, “can you show me the dungeon? Like a map or—”

Brittlely Bright waved her hand, and a holographic image projected from the coffee table. “It’s mmy homme security systemm. Got themm throughout the dungeon so I can watch. Would you like to see your recording?”

What he’d rather see was how she created the map. It was probably a complex use of symbols. But within a dungeon? It could very well be her intent. Maybe the dungeon translated intent into symbols.

“Yes, that would help,” he said.

Brittlely Bright waved her hand again. There was a whiny, turning sound, and the recording rewound, displaying tiny mobs running backward and fighting against two familiar-looking adventurers.

With a click, the recording changed back into real—forward-moving—time. Dhane and Knock were fighting over the bacon, which made Brittlely Bright laugh.

“Mmer! I loved this part!” she said, then waved a hand, and a large bucket of popcorn appeared on her lap.

They watched the full recording from start to finish, only fast-forwarding sections where not a lot happened. It was these specific times, however, that were important.

Dhane made notes and kept quiet. Knock was snoring in the corner of the sofa, arms wrapped around his second cookie, crumbs everywhere.

“Mmm? What wisdomm,” Brittlely Bright said, motioning to the hologram, “can you share, King of Shadows?”

Dhane typed in his last note, then pushed himself off the sofa, landing lightly and silently on the marble.

“Okay. First,” he said, summoning forth the creatives’ disclaimer when giving a critique or advice, “these are just my thoughts. This is your dungeon, your choice. Use whatever you think will be useful.”

He then went through the entire labyrinth, pointing at each trap and rating them. Some were great, some not so great, and some would never be triggered based on their location.

This was important because traps were a costly item to maintain. By removing the ineffectual traps, they freed up resources that could be invested into more Staziboars or giving them upgrades: level, attributes, skills, and gear.

“You see,” he said, now analyzing his own path through the dungeon, “the reason we weren’t doing anything here is because we needed time to plan. That’s why having patrols would be better than leaving all of your mobs idle.”

“Good point!”

“Besides, they all seemed bored. I’m not sure if they can be bored, but the moment they had something to do, they were overzealous, which only helped me manipulate them into what I wanted them to do.”

“I believe I understand,” Brittlely Bright said. “They are neutral mmobs, but even neutral mmobs have somme fraction of a soul in there. If they were truly emmpty, they wouldn’t do anything at all.”

“They’re self-aware?”

“Mmm. . . . No, I wouldn’t say that. They are merely fragmments of life. A mmemory. They don’t truly exist or feel or think beyond what I’ve told themm to.”

Dhane relaxed. That would have been abhorrent, to live an eternity where all you were capable of doing was what someone else told you to do. Then you waited around to die a painful death, Return, and do it all again.

Maybe that was hell, should the place exist. They were the souls that had no freedom. But given what he knew of Olindale, maybe there was no true heaven or hell, it was merely a persistence of life into the next thing.

Dhane wasn’t really into philosophy, theism, religion, or whatever. He lived by a motto: be a good person and the rest will work itself out. Well, guess he was living proof that such a thing was true. Or maybe this was hell. . . .

Then again, all the kids were here.

And they were transformed into monsters. . . .

Le sigh. He didn’t have the answers. But what he did have was more suggestions for this moving dungeon.

They upgraded the Staziboars and gave most of them patrols. Now, when adventurers started to fight one group of boars, another would show up at the most inopportune time.

They changed the labyrinth to have fewer dead-ends and more pathways. The goal was to get the adventurers lost, not to make them backtrack. To better achieve this goal, some of the walls now moved.

The largest traps were the most expensive and yet, the least likely to kill anyone. The greater the damage, the easier it was to avoid. It was an expensive gamble that tried to win instantly. But a battle of attrition and strategic placing would work better.

This whole exercise was fun. He wouldn’t mind finding some impossibly rare dungeon core and crafting his own dungeon. Granted, he was barely scratching the surface.

Beyond the dungeon core’s need for lives, he didn’t know much about training mobs, the various resources that needed gathering, research trees, leveling, and . . . well, a lot of other things.

“I-it’s so mmuch better!” Brittlely Bright said, zooming in and out of the holographic map. “The Society will be jealous to hear how you’ve helped mme. They mmight even seek you out. Here, you mmost certainly earned this.”

Dhane held out his hand and accepted both the orbs of experience. They were squishy and warm, like a manhandled Gummy Bear.

“Eat themm and this,” Brittlely Bright said, handing over a small candy skull. “It’s a painless death and your way out of the dungeon.”

“You can’t just open an exit?” Dhane asked.

“Mmoving dungeons have no exit, not even for mme. And don’t you worry about your . . . pet. I’ll give himm his own orb—a smmaller orb—once he wakes. But,” she said in a whisper, “between you and mme, he doesn’t deserve anything extra.”

Knock had already leveled three times, so taking both the orbs wasn’t a big deal, especially if the twerp would be getting his own anyway.

The balance between Light and Shadow didn’t rest on the Cobalin’s shoulders. Dhane, on the other hand, could use every bit of help he could find.

He moved a blue orb to his mouth, suddenly thinking of the once floating blob of blue and imagining an experience orb would taste like Sour Patch Kids.

It did not.

In fact, it didn’t taste much like anything. The moment he moved the orb to his lips, it dissolved into a stream of light that he breathed in. Warmth pooled in the back of his mind, and he immediately knew he was now level 11.

He repeated the process for another 5,000 experience points, then paused at the gummy candy skull. “Do you have a . . .” he was going to say phone, but everyone seemed to have something different, and so he said, “soul device like this?” He summoned his phone.

“Yes! I mmost certainly do.”

Dhane opened the Contacts app and tapped Add Contact. “May I call on you in the future? I think we could work out a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

“I’mm intrigued! What did you have in mmind?”

“You’re the master of this dungeon, and I have an army of Cobalins that need to train. They could train here?”

“That is . . . ingenious! They gain experience and loot, and mmy core gets fragmments of souls to grow. And I get to test our changes.”

Brittlely Bright summoned a semi-transparent, pink rectangle. It was obviously some form of phone or device but unlike anything he had seen before.

She held it out, and they tapped devices.

Dhane asked, “Can you move your dungeon entrance into Dedu Tedu Novus?”

“Of course. I only hide mmy entrance when I don’t want too mmany adventurers.”

“This slumbering blue cookie monster is Knock. He’s my Master of Defense.”

“Oh, I’mm sorry.”

“Me too. . . . But he’s going to start recruiting Cobalins to help defend our village. Can you talk with him about training?”

“Yes, I will, King of Shadows.”

“Thank you,” he said, eyeing the candy skull. “Anything else before I leave?”

“Mmm. I believe we’ve covered it all.”

“Alright. Well, until next we meet.” He popped the little candy skull into his mouth and chewed. It was sweet like a perfectly ripe cherry mixed with Dr. Pepper.

He chewed and chewed, then swallowed the poison, expecting his insides to catch fire, or to suddenly become dizzy, or to see spots and break out into a cold sweat.

His stomach grumbled, which was more of a reminder that his breakfast wasn’t as filling as it could have been. At least he had a giant Sugar Momma Cookie safely stored for later.

Brittlely Bright smiled.

Dhane smiled.

They watched each other for a time in the silence that started to grow awkward as if they had said their farewells and then walked away in the same direction.

Finally, Dhane asked, “So . . . how long does this usually take?” He was immediately concerned that maybe those of Shadow didn’t die from such a poison, and she’d need to kill him the old-fashioned way.

“Mmm. . . . I don’t know. You’re the first to have eaten one. How do you feel?”

“Normal. . .?”

She waved her hand, and a red wrapper materialized. She summoned spectacles and read the package. “It says it can take anywhere between one mminute to an hour.”

Dhane laughed. “Ah, and here I thought it would be—”

Everything went cold at once. The colors seeped away into gradients of gray. His body turned to smoke, gathered into a skull, and screamed as it shot up toward the ceiling.


Chapter
Thirteen



Dhane stood in the void, the blackness that so strikingly defined the realm of divinities. The only thing present was a towering statue of a spider and a pedestal below it. Upon that pedestal was the Mother of Shadows.

“Dhane?” she asked in a disbelieving voice that also projected into his mind. “You are— I mean, of course, you are. I’m . . . I’m so very glad to see you again! I’ll be right back. The Sisters of Death will want to know.”

The Mother of Shadows, her ruby body and metallic legs, shimmered away like fragments of glitter in the wind.

That was . . . odd.

<Daddy!> Octoralis projected. She appeared from smoke, all twelve feet of terror incarnate, black and orange, and happy to see him.

“Hey! You’re back,” Dhane said. “What happened? Where did you go?”

<It was so so so scary, Daddy. I walk through cave and tell you where I go, but you no reply.>

“You got so quiet, I couldn’t hear you.”

<You too. But you want to test limits, so I keep going. It got harder to walk, but I brave spider! I be brave for Daddy and not stop.

<Then . . . white eyes in darkness watch me. They stare and stare and I try to run. But I was so slow, tired. I call to you, yes, I call call call and you no answer.>

“I’m here now,” he said, her memories leaking into him. Those white eyes, they weren’t mobs. They felt both distant and close, unnerving in how they watched like a predator waiting for the right moment to strike. “You don’t ever have to do that again, okay?”

<Okay, Daddy,> she projected, and a flurry of relief flooded their connection. <I think I died. . . . I was there, now here.> She turned as if just noticing they weren’t in Kansas anymore. <Did you die?>

“I did, but it wasn’t bad. I met Brittlely Bright, a Minotaura.”

<Oh, wow! Can I meet her?>

“I’m sure. She runs a moving dungeon and will set up in Dedu Tedu Novus for a while. You can review my memories.”

<Okay. And . . . Daddy?>

“Yeah?”

<I can go long long way before scary white eyes find me. This mean I can farm experience while you work, right? I do not have to stay in soul . . . do I?>

Dhane smiled and sent a reassuring emotion back to her. “I’m not going to keep you in a cage. I do, however, think we need to party up with someone to pick up all the loot you leave behind.”

<Yes, of course. That is good-good-good idea.>

A shimmer of ruby and silver pulled together, forming into the Mother of Shadows. And along with her, gliding in the air, were two impossibly long snakes: a white one—Niveus—and a black one—Altera.

“He’sss back,” Niveus said in wonder. “Dhane, we thought you were forever gone.”

“Tsss. Of course, he’sss back,” Altera said. “I said it and sssaid it. He would be back.”

“You sssaid it,” Niveus said, “but you didn’t believe it. None of usss believed it, not with what the changed priests of Light are doing.”

Dhane looked between the three divinities. “What are you guys talking about? Did you not watch the arena fight?”

“We did,” the Mother of Shadows said, “and then you died. Your soul never came back, never requested to Return. I waited, Dhane, I waited and waited, so very afraid that I had pulled you into this conflict only for you to be lost.

“The sisters helped search for you. We’ve sent friends down beneath that wretched arena to find you. But . . . they never returned, and there has been no sign that you survived.”

“No sign?” Dhane asked. “The whole world is going to war to destroy my new village.”

“A village!” Altera shouted. “Sssee! Not only did he survive, he’sss started a village. I just knew he’d do sssomething cool.”

“But how?” the Mother of Shadows asked.

And so Dhane explained everything in excruciating detail. He explained the PK guild that allowed him to die and Return immediately. He explained how he destroyed the cemetery of Shadow. And explained his miraculous—and super lucky—escape using Knock’s temporary waypoint.

“That’s why,” he said, “I used the village seed. The Army of Light has been destroying the cemeteries of Shadow, so the new village was the closest of the cemeteries for the Cobalins to Return.”

“Oh . . . Mahai,” the Mother of Shadows said, “you clever devil you. What troubles me is how he hid this from me. No, that’s not entirely true. He hid his plans and new village from all the divinities, which means he must have known—or perhaps guessed—that we had been compromised.”

“Gameus found the village,” Dhane said.

“Gameus is the god of the realm. There is no hiding from him. But the divinities? We are players of the game just as you are, bound in rules and limitations.”

Dhane nodded and looked between the Sisters of Death and the Mother before saying, “I’m sorry I worried you guys. I knew you couldn’t see beneath the arena, but once I escaped . . . well, I thought you knew. I purposely died last night, but you didn’t bring me here.”

“I . . . see,” the Mother of Shadows said. “You temporarily changed your divinity, Dhane. Where do you think the PK guild gets its power from? When you kill a mob, the essence is shared with the divinity. And since you change it, all that essence went to this PK divinity instead.”

Dhane considered this. If that was true—and there was no reason to believe it wasn’t—then the Mother of Shadows didn’t deny him when he died to King Gigeneepa. She simply wasn’t his divinity at the time. It must have worn off.

“That is why,” she continued, “I lost all connection to you. That, and the village’s shielding. I— Dhane, I thought those terrible priests, the Changed Reditai, got you and sacrificed you to one of their crystals.”

“What? Crystals?”

Niveus coiled her glistening white body, tongue flicking the air, emerald eyes watching. “The Changed priestsss,” she said, “have burned their soulsss. They have no divinity, no class. Their own power comes from the souls of othersss, locked away in crystals they use for skillsss.”

Dhane took a step back.

Something inside him cracked, and he wasn’t entirely sure why. It was such an instinctual reaction that his mind had to race to catch up.

He knew the priests were sacrificing those of Light for power, but the specifics were always lost to him. Now . . . all the tiny details, rushing through his mind, became blindingly obvious.

He had looked into the Changed Reditai, had felt their emptiness, their strangeness, their lack of being. Gameus had said that souls couldn’t die, so what would he call these abominations?

But there was one detail his mind had latched onto, a single, fleeting memory. It was of Veritus Scyla at the arena, giving her grand speech, the details of her person projected on large screens.

She was wearing a new necklace, a necklace that shimmered beautifully in blue, like sunlight on ocean waves. . . .

He knew, right then and there, without a shadow of a doubt, that they had sacrificed Penny.

He suddenly couldn’t breathe.

He balled his fists, fingernails digging into his palms. They had done to her what they were trying to do to him. They tore her tortured soul from her flesh and trapped it into a crystal.

Octoralis fell into smoke, and then she was inside his soul, nurturing away the pain, the rage, the guilt, knowing that Penny was chosen purposely because of his connection to her.

It was his fault.

<No, Daddy,> Octoralis projected. <Evil priests are bad-bad-bad, not you!>

All of this time, he simply thought she didn’t want to be with him because of his affinity, his lie of who he was. He had been angry at her while she was being tortured . . . killed . . . sacrificed.

He was going to fuck up some priests.

That emotion wasn’t soothed away. Octoralis completely agreed, agreed so much that she didn’t chide him for his language.

These bastards who pretended to stand up for the good of the people would be punished. And if they didn’t have a divinity to Return them to the world, maybe death would be their eternal end.

“Dhane. . . .” the Mother of Shadows said, pain in her voice. “You can’t. I know you want to, but the Cobalins need you. Those of Shadow need you. The world needs you.”

He threw up his arms. “Can you read my thoughts, too!”

“You are my follower,” she said. “I’d be a pretty poor divinity if I couldn’t hear your prayers, wouldn’t I?”

He didn’t reply.

“Dhane, I can feel your guilt. But to Penny, she’s asleep. She’s not in pain. It wouldn’t be any different if she was released today or a year from now.”

“A year! You want me to wait a year before I teach those scumbags a lesson?”

“You’re not ready. I don’t know when you will be, but you were just reborn into this heaven. Those that you are fighting against have been here for years, decades. You can’t win that fight, Dhane.”

She was right.

She was so obviously right. And yet, he really didn’t care. He stood at the edge of a cliff; all he wanted was to lean forward and somehow use his intense will to fly and not fall into the abyss of eternal sleep.

But he would fall. He would give everything up and achieve nothing. Then the world would be worse off because of that unbearable responsibility that pressed down on his shoulders.

He was the balance the world needed, and he was nowhere near ready for that, let alone ready to take on the Army of Light, the City of Ceratree, or the Changed Reditai.

He was so utterly powerless. . . .

“You’re not,” the Mother of Shadows said.

He was! Everything bad that had happened was because he lacked the strength to affect change, to protect those he cared about, to be the balance.

The Mother of Shadows lifted off her pedestal on a silver strand and hovered at eye level. “I never expected you to undergo such hardships so early. This game is eternal. We’re playing dozens of moves ahead.

“Don’t you see? Your time wasn’t meant to be now. You were my hidden Ace, the secret weapon. But everything has gone so very wrong.”

“Can you guysss, like, use your wordsss?” Altera said. “It’s getting real difficult following the one-sided conversation. But ssspider girl isss making lots of sssense, you know?”

Dhane gave her a weak smile. He felt drained. There was so much he needed to do that it just felt impossible.

The space between him and the trio of divinities had started to lengthen. His time here was drawing to a close, and yet he had so many questions and things to talk about.

“Dhane,” the Mother of Shadows said, “you don’t need to die to see us. Remember these symbols and build a portal.”

There were half a dozen symbols that materialized from crisscrossing webs. Most of them looked familiar. Numbers. . .? Almost like an IP address.

Unfortunately, his phone didn’t have a keyboard for typing in symbols, so he did the next best thing, he summoned his phone and took a picture.

This immediately made him realize something that was beyond awesome: he had a photographic memory. Well, he could take pictures and look at them in his mind. It wasn’t quite the same thing, but at that moment—crushed in the middle of warring, exhausting emotions—it was incredible.

He then remembered a question he wanted to ask, a question he figured he’d forget and nearly did so. “Why is everything I summon form in smoke?”

Niveus answered, “You’re an assassin. Smoke is one of our trademarksss.”

Then the Mother of Shadows said in a quiet, distant voice, “Dhane, you’ve leveled. I know you prefer being an assassin, but promise me you’ll take the new arachnomancer skill.”

“I don’t even know what it is yet,” he said, and his mind immediately started digging into his new skill options.

“It’s a skill that will serve you well and a skill you would never normally take. But do this, if not for you, do it for me. Please?”

How could he say no to that? He already had a few ideas in mind for his next skill or skill level—Exploding Spider was proving to be quite useful—but it was just one level out of what he hoped would be many.

At least, that was what he thought until his mind found the skill the Mother of Shadows so wanted him to take. . . .

¤ Spider Armor [Intelligence · Lvl. 1]

» Mana Reserve: 40

» Armor Points: 102

» Duration: Until Canceled

·

» Call forth the spiders of the land to reinforce the arachnomancer with living armor. Spiders will merge with the caster and absorb damage. Unlike traditional armor, Spider Armor heals at a rate of 1 point [Skill Level] per 5 seconds.

·

» This skill can work as a powerful defense if given time to acquire enough spiders. Each spider represents 3 [2 + Skill Level] armor points and can handle 34 [10 + Skill Level + Intelligence] spiders for a total of 102ap.

Before he could scream a string of expletives that would have—in many more words than was necessary—not so subtly explained how such a skill was a terrible, idiotic, and not so great idea, the void of darkness collapsed, pulling him back to the land of the living.
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CHARACTER SHEET


¤ Dhane [Arachnomancer, Assassin]

× Lvl. 11 · 8,455/13,200xp

·

« Stats

» Health: 90/90 (110/110)

» Armor: 122/122

» Mana: 110/110

» Stamina: 72/72

·

« Attributes [1 Point Unallocated]

» Strength: 8

» Dexterity: 12 (14)

» Intelligence: 22

» Vitality: 18

·

« Implicit Skills [Arachnomancer]

» Soul Spider

» Spider Rider

» Vibration Sight

» Attuned Hearing

» Arachling Language

» Spider Climb

·

« Implicit Skills [Assassin]

» Improved Agility

» Backstab

» Silent Step

» Shadow Fade

» Summon Mount

» Critical Sight

·

« Skills [Arachnomancer]

» Exploding Spider · Lvl. 3

» Venomous Spiders · Lvl. 1

» Modify Vibrations · Lvl. 1

» Web Wall · Lvl. 2

·

« Skills [Assassin]

» Venom Bite · Lvl. 1

» Venom Extract · Lvl. 1

» Shadow Shift · Lvl. 1

·

« Equipped

» Katsen Leather Armor [Rare · Lvl. 10 · 122ap]

» Stinging Metal [Rare · Lvl. 8 · 6-10]

» Cobalin Sword [Common · Lvl. 4 · 2-4]

» Ring of Rest [Epic · Lvl. 4]

» Ring of Health [Rare · Lvl. 7]

·

« Inventory [22/100 slots]

× 9 gold, 1 silver, 3 copper

·

» 1× Ring of Strength [Uncommon · Lvl. 10]

» 2× Cobalin Sword [Common · Lvl. 4 · 2-4]

» 1× Bone Mask

» 1× Silver Shirt

» 1× Jester Costume

» 1× Jester Mask

·

» 1× Hide Request Paper

» 1× PK Guild Brochure

» 4× Gears

» 1× Ceratree City Arena Keys

·

» 4× Piglet Seed

» 1× Ceraleaf

» 2× Crab Quartz Meat

» 1× Sugar Momma Cookie

» 246× Kako Bacon (5 slots)

·

» 1× Quartz Golem Seed [Rare · Lvl. 7]

» 1× Healing Potion

·

« Village Inventory [78/100 slots]

·

× New Resources!

+ 36× Branch

+ 9× Log

+ 682× Plant Fiber

+ 167× Cobblestone

·

× Resources [30 slots]

» 36× Branch (1 slot)

» 69× Log (7 slots)

» 20× Hardened Log (2 slots)

» 682× Plant Fiber (7 slots)

» 160× Thatch (2 slots)

» 567× Cobblestone (6 slots)

» 50× Stone (5 slots)

·

× Equipment [48 slots]

» 4× Shovel

» 4× Hoe

» 4× Sickle

» 4× Pitchfork

» 4× Thatching Rake

» 4× Hatchet

» 4× Felling Axe

» 4× Pickaxe

» 4× Chisel

» 4× Hammer

» 4× Stone Hammer

» 4× Fishing Rod

[End of Character Sheet]
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Dhane woke to morning sunlight and the sounds of lapping water mixed with the commotion of lots of talking.

He was lying on his back and knew exactly where he was. It was hard to mistake the comfortable, loving mattress the cemetery called a stone slab.

He then had two abrupt thoughts: dag-freaking-nabbit! he forgot to ask about the Cobalins being kids, and . . . What the fudgenickery is that!—he was doing quite well with censoring his language for Octoralis.

This last thought was directed up at two ginormous brown eyes attached to an equally ginormous nose and mouth of taupe coloring.

This whole ordeal would have been more concerning if not for the apparent alien inside his guts, doing its best to claw its way up and burst from his chest. Or maybe that was just an extreme case of nausea. It was hard to tell.

“OH, DEAR ME,” the giant man said in what was probably a soft utterance of dismay but boomed all the same. The words descended as if spoken by God himself . . . herself, itself? Since the giant, in this case, was male, himself.

It was at this point that Dhane understood a rather terrible thing: he wasn’t in Dedu Tedu Novus anymore. His village, of course, didn’t have any giants in it.

This realization thus meant the sweltering, humid forecast of onions and garlic did not belong to a giant. It belonged to a normal man. And if that was true, then Dhane was very much not a normal-sized human but a nanoscopic one.

He bolted upright at the precise and unfortunate moment that his aching head decided it no longer wanted to be minuscule. It popped! from the size of an ant’s head to the size of a human’s head, slamming, forehead first, into the man’s nose.

Also unfortunate was the fact that the rest of Dhane’s body wasn’t ready for its growth spurt just yet. In the midsts of the man rearing backward, hand on his face, Dhane’s head rolled—little legs kicking; little arms swinging—off the stone slab and landed on the none-too-soft floor material called brick.

Despite what one may think when existing primarily as a head, he didn’t bounce. That, and it hurt a shit ton. Or it should have hurt a shit ton were it not for his armor.

The expectation of pain was so ingrained into his neurons and shocking that the rest of his body decided to explode out from his neck, effectively swiping the legs out from under the man.

The man, evidently a priest of Light by his pristinely white robes, yelped and crashed to the ground next to Dhane.

The man lay there, stunned for a good five seconds, one eyebrow arched, the other shoved downward, and a hand pressed up against his nose as if to stem the blood that wasn’t flowing.

He dropped his hand just enough to mutter, “Hi. . . .” and nothing else.

Two thoughts emerged and fought against each other across the eons of one-fourth of a second: Priests of Light are enemies! and But his eyes aren’t silver and gold.

These thoughts were distracting, fighting around the panel in Dhane’s brain aptly labeled Fight and Flight. Since neither thought won out, his automatic response—one heavily caked in the philosophy that when something bad happens, you must make a joke out of it—said, “Do you want to spoon?”

In what reality such words—and in such a situation—were deemed appropriate, Dhane didn’t know. But then it didn’t matter, for the nausea alien he had most certainly not forgotten about demanded its payment.

He vomited.

Bacon and cookies did not make for the best of vomits. Apparently, the priest agreed. He made a coughing, gagging sound while wiping at the viscous pink homemade sweet and sour sauce that had so delicately touched his lips.

The priest scrambled to escape the horrid affair. But in his haste, and dressed the way he was, attire most suited for preaching—or whatever the Reditai did—and not gymnastics, he didn’t make much progress.

He kicked and stumbled and tripped and repeated the process, inching away no faster than the vomit was spreading.

Okay . . . there wasn’t that much vomit. Either way, he wasn’t making good progress, and in his effort to make no good progress, he pulled the attention of many other people, far more than seemed typical for a cemetery.

A young Asian woman with long black hair and olive-colored skin grabbed the man about the arms and picked him cleanly off the ground as if he were a toddler, then proceeded to lick a handkerchief and wipe flecks of pink from his face.

“Oh, Fabian,” she said, “honestly, what am I going to do with you if you can’t handle a bit of vomit? I’ve seen far worse things happen. If you can’t stomach it, go back to baking.”

“But . . . Kora,” Reditus Fabian said, doing his best to avoid the handkerchief. “He-he attacked me!”

“I watched the whole thing. As a priest, you should be aware of the many ways adventurous souls die. It’s obvious he was struck by a Minafactsha or Parvolan. The effect doesn’t last long, so you shouldn’t stick your head so close.”

“I’ve seen those, but he was much smaller, don’t you think?”

Reditus Kora looked down at Dhane, slowly scanning him from head to toe and back. She made a quiet, almost indiscernible humming sound like a whispering purr.

She quickly looked back to Reditus Fabian, turned him around, and gave him a little push. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll take over. Get yourself cleaned up.”

“But—”

“That’s an order, Fabian. Your robes are dirty, and what is the first rule of the Reditai?”

“Umm, help the Returned?”

“Fine. What is the second rule?”

“Ask for donations. . .?”

“You know what, never mind. I don’t want to see you back here until your robes are more white than pink.”

Reditus Fabian looked at his tie-dyed robes and winced. He gave a slight bow and then hurried away.

Reditus Kora smiled at Dhane. Her will brushed against his soul, a querying sensation that wanted to know who he was.

He didn’t immediately project anything, his mind still fighting over the fact that the priests of Light were enemies. In truth, this entire town, wherever the hell it was, was his enemy. And he didn’t quite know what to do about that just yet.

No one seemed to care that the King of Shadows, the very entity the world had declared their number one most wanted, was enjoying a pleasant respite in their cemetery.

She crinkled her nose, straightened, then drove a spear of intent down into his soul. This, of course, did nothing more than her gentle request had, but he decided to go along with it anyway.

He projected his affinity of Light, following the Sisters of Death. Then, to complete the handshake—if you will—he requested her affinity.

The symbol of a bear materialized in vibrant white. And with it came a surge of familiarity, of two strangers who, upon further inspection, were long-lost childhood friends.

“An assassin?” she asked, eyes gleaming. “We don’t see many assassins, but I supposed you do look the part. Is that Katsen leather?” She held out a hand to him.

Dhane accepted her help and nearly lost his arm. Her Strength stat was well hidden beneath her slim form of white robes tied about the middle.

She smiled, understanding full well her strange juxtaposition to reality. Apparently, she liked surprising people with her hidden talents.

Dhane quickly wiped his mouth and desperately wanted a breath mint. “Yes, it is,” he finally said over the clamor of way too many people talking. “What’s going on?”

The cemetery, he found, was surrounded by water. The entire town seemed to be floating. Or . . . actually, it was built upon posts. There were bridges and boardwalks and people standing on flatbed boats, propelling and steering their passengers with long wooden rods.

“You haven’t heard? Let me guess, you’re the strong, dark, mysterious type that prefers to sit in some stinky dungeon than associate with the finer things in life?”

“Like . . . gossip?”

“Ha! The Reditai are great at keeping secrets, at least among ourselves. But you must be living under a rock if you haven’t heard the news.”

The way she talked was both authoritative and flirtatious. She brushed her fingers through her hair, draping a lock of it behind her ear to show off an emerald earring that matched her eyes.

“I check in from time to time,” he said defensively. “I’m quite in the know of things, actually.”

“Hmm, King of Shadows?”

Dhane tensed. He immediately and without conscious effort expanded his awareness to everything around them: every vibration, voice, the friction of flowing water, and the fish below.

He sensed a dozen well-armed guards vibrating with some form of active skill or enchantment. He nearly Shadow Shifted across the waterway to a souvenir shop but stopped at the last microsecond.

None of the guards were taking any particular interest in him or the cemetery. They seemed to be watching everyone, simply there to keep the peace.

Reditus Kora smiled. “Jum-py. I’m not sure if that means you have or have not heard of him. Everyone in every city has been talking about this new threat to the realm. It’s kind of exciting.”

“Oh, that,” he said, all too knowingly. “Of course, I’ve heard about the so-called King of Shadows. It has given me nothing but trouble.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. . . .” he said, shaking his head. “Turns out, he and I have something in common.”

<Everything,> Octoralis projected, <you have everything in common, Daddy.>

Dhane mentally sighed. I’m pretending that I’m not the King of Shadows. But she already knew that and giggled.

“Let me guess,” Reditus Kora said, “you’re both handsome.”

“You’ve seen him?”

“Well, no, but a girl can imagine.”

“Aren’t you a priest of Light?”

She laughed. “It’s a job, not a religion. Unless you’re one of the crazy ones. Sooo . . . you- have- nothing- to worry about,” she said, walking her fingertips across his bicep.

Damn. . . . He had forgotten just how forward the women were in heaven. Or maybe they were always this forward to those with the right looks, the right athletic build, eye color? Maybe he just had to be in a social place for more than five minutes a year.

“So,” she said, pushing herself up onto the stone slab, “what do you have in common with he who shall not be named”—she winked—“that causes you such problems?”

“Should you be sitting there?”

She shrugged. “We have other slabs open, and not many people are Returning right now, not with the draft in progress.”

“The . . . draft. Yeah, of course.”

“Has anyone told you, you’re a terrible liar? It’s endearing, honestly, don’t change.

“The draft,” she continued, “went into effect today. No one is particularly happy about it, but it should pay well even if they don’t have a choice in the matter.

“Anyway, it’s why our dinky town here is bustling with so many outsiders. Oh well. The coocoos in Ceratree are footing the bill, so why not? Let them play war for a bit. Get it out of their system.

“Now, are you going to make a girl beg? You can’t lead on with such mystery and not actually tell me what you have in common.”

“Me?” Dhane said, giving his best puzzled look. “Have in common with the shadowling? Whatever do you mean?”

She lovetapped him in the arm, but given how freaking strong she was, a lovetap was very much not lovely at all.

“Ouch,” he said, even though the armor absorbed what would have been 2 points of damage. The only thing he felt was the force of it, making him take a step back.

“Out with it, Mr. Mystery.”

“We have the same name, alright? Not just the same sounding but the same spelling. Now, every time I introduce myself, I get odd looks. It’s like a guy can’t have the same name as an infamous villain or something.”

“Hmm,” she mused. “It would be odd if your name was Thanos or Palpatine or . . . Skeletor, wouldn’t it?”

“Pfft. Those are unusual names! Mine’s pretty ordinary. In fact, I’m sure there are many of us being discriminated against since the king made his debut.”

“Dhane,” she said, nodding slowly. “Yes . . . it does have an evil ring to it, doesn’t it?”

“Nuh-uh!”

She laughed. “So that’s it, that’s what you’re crying about? Is it because the King of Shadows is so widely known and you’re . . . well, I’m assuming you prefer to stay out of the spotlight.”

“No, I just don’t want someone to think I’m him.”

“I hardly think that’s going to be a problem. You don’t strike me as some great evil working to destroy all those of Light.”

“Oh? And what does that look like?”

“I imagine horns. Yes. . . . And a tail! A thin one with a diamond shape at the end.”

“That’s an odd fetish.”

She tried to lovetap him again, but assassins were quite nimble things, and Dhane was a quick learner: lovetaps were not goodtaps.

He stepped just out of range.

The force of her delicate attempt at murder, having no target, yanked her forward. It was probably the result of odd physics, of having the Strength stat of a beefy barbarian stuck in the frame of a ballerina, a . . . klutzy ballerina.

He caught her about her waist, preventing what otherwise would have been a face plant to the coarse bricks, something he could attest was no fun.

They locked eyes, inches apart, stunned for a moment until she said, in a seductive voice, “Are you going to hold me all day?”

Her words slithered into his brain, tickling his hippocampus to throw out all logic, all critical thinking, and just be in the moment.

His response, however, was more reactionary than planned. One did not effectively avoid such situations for a lifetime and become a master charmer overnight.

He dropped her rather forcefully back onto the slab, and then in a desperate attempt to deflect, said, “Wings!”

“What?”

“Why not throw in wings as well? The great evil king needs wings, doesn’t he?”

She smiled. “I agree! Wings would really nail down the look. And, as far as I can tell, you don’t possess any of these peculiar qualities.”

“I’m sorely only human,” he said with an abundance of disappointment. “Then again, you do know he’s human, right? The first known human to be of Shadow.”

“So I’ve heard. But he can’t look like a normal human, can he? I’m sure he has devil eyes or claws or something.”

Dhane laughed.

“What? It only makes sense. He’s a king over monsters, so there’s got to be something different about him, something monstrous.”

“Honestly, he looked about the same as everyone else, which is why all the Dhanes of the world have to be careful. People are irrational.”

Reditus Kora straightened and cocked her head, eyebrows pulling together. “You’ve seen him?”

“I was there at the arena.”

“You should have started with that! Wh-what does he look like?”

“What fun would that have been? And would it be strange if I said he looks a bit like me? Same color hair, similar eyes, black armor. . . .”

“So . . . handsome?”

“You’re incorrigible, you know that?”

“I call it persistent.”

“For me?”

“Well, not if I have to spell it out. I like my men smarter than the typical 2x4. But exceptions can be made. . . .” She bit her lower lip and summoned an old Nokia phone. “Here’s my contact info.”

Octoralis sent a swirl of judgment into his chest. He shouldn’t be flirting with every girl that fluttered her eyelashes at him, especially since he was already involved with someone, someone that—as it turned out—wasn’t actively ignoring him.

It’s just a phone number, he projected to her and summoned his phone. Smoke swirled about his palm and materialized into aluminum and glass, a piece of future technology compared to the brick of a device Reditus Kora had.

She tapped her phone to his, grinning. “You’re fun to talk to, Dhane who is not the King of Shadows. You’ll call, right. . .? We could role play. You the shadowling, me your impenitent succubus.”

A chill zinged down his spine; she even used big words. But before he could make up some kind of excuse, or answer in one way or another, she hopped down from the stone slab.

“Well,” she said with a sigh, “I delayed the inevitable as long as the inevitable could be delayed. Time to pay the bills. Do you have a platoon and section marker?”

“I . . .” Dhane said, thrown by the abrupt change from seductress to business professional. Then he realized what she was talking about. The draft. . . . They wanted him to join the Army of Light?

“Remember,” she said, tapping his chest, “you’re a terrible, terrible liar, transparent before my penetrating gaze.” She squinted to show how perceptive she could be.

“Oh . . . I . . . You know what? I was just passing through, actually.”

“You’re going to make this hard on me, aren’t you? We just talked about this, remember? Everyone must do their part, and you are, positively—I assure you—not the only one bent out of shape about it.”

Dhane let out a breath. “I don’t have a marker,” he said in a reluctant voice as if she had pried the answer from him with nothing other than her good looks and a happy disposition.

“Not a problem! Now, the question is where you’ll serve best. Different roles have different rates of pay, so why not try and get the most you can, right?”

She turned, bounced up and down on her tippy-toes, then—finding what she was looking for—raised her hand and yelled, “I need a Tester over here!”
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ATester? Apparently, it was a spirited old woman with buzzed-short white hair and golden brown skin, smiling and waving at people as she made her way over.

Oi, that’s not good.

Truth be told, wasn’t this his cue to find an exit? One that, ideally, didn’t result in a dozen guards apprehending him for deserting their good and righteous cause.

Dhane mentally opened the Map app. His little dot in the world of Olindale was a hundred and thirty freaking miles away from Dedu Tedu Novus, smack dab in the middle of Glimmerpond.

If memory served him right, Glimmerpond was one of the towns that had declared war. And . . . if their app was anything like the Dedu Tedu Novus app, whoever was over this town would probably see a single red dot where it most definitely didn’t belong.

<We run, Daddy?> Octoralis asked.

He sent her a psychic nod but told her to wait until he was ready. It would be best for them to make their mad dash for freedom at the fringes of the town, not from the center.

As such, he needed to pretend he wasn’t on the verge of being discovered: say no to panic, play along, bide for time, and make plans. Besides, maybe the Tester wouldn’t find anything too peculiar about the wolf in sheep’s clothing.

In accordance with the Make Plans part of his new plan, he quickly located the waypoints, which were all red, each marked with a lock symbol.

Damn!

Obviously—at least now that he remembered—the war had locked all local waypoints. The only way in and out of the town was the main boardwalk, a boardwalk that had three gates and plenty of guards.

He could swim. . .? Except there were guard boats, watchtowers, and jagged shoots of wood sticking out of the water, arranged into walls that circled the town.

Maybe a moving dungeon could pick him up since it sure did drop him into a terrible place! But even as that thought formed, his sage brain explained that moving dungeons couldn’t move often without negative consequences.

Well then, an impromptu strategy. . . .

His favorite.

“Hey, girl,” the Tester said, giving Reditus Kora a motherly hug. “Workin’ hard or hardly workin’?”

“Never as hard as you.”

“Gah! I’m about to flip out. They’ve got me marchin’ up and down the main boardwalk. So you know, my back hurts, my feet hurt, and all I can think about—walkin’ past Janet’s pastries display, back and forth and back and forth—is how I want a jelly-filled doughnut! You know what I mean?”

“You know I do.”

“Right you do. But she’s fresh out! It’s like a damn holiday, and she never once thought about her loyal customers. All I’m sayin’ is, save a few for us. Is that too much to ask?”

Reditus Kora made an astonished face, “Well, that’s downright rude.”

“Yes! Rude. That’s what I thought. Once this whole thing blows over, maybe Janet won’t be seein’ much of me.”

“We’ll go on strike together.”

“Word!”

“Maybe open our own shop?”

“Yeah, girl, you’re speakin’ my language.”

“And learn to bake and clean and balance the books. Someone will need to attend the till and handle customer service, which includes complaints if our devilish delights aren’t up to par. And, of course, we’ll need to make a downpayment on a shop. Location is everything.”

“Ah. . . .”

“How much money do you have? Oh! I’m forgetting about securing ingredients. We’ll need to make partnerships with the other markets, sign contracts, set up a bank account, and start securing credit. There’s going to be a bidding war on—”

“Oookay, girl, I’m gonna stop you right there. You’re off your rocker if you think that’s a good idea. I work hard ‘nough as is, you know? Maybe I can find some forgiveness for poor Janet in these tryin’ times.”

Reditus Kora smiled, then she eyed Dhane, drawing the Tester’s attention from her daily small talk to the whole point of being called over.

“Oh, sweet Jesus,” the Tester said, “what has the cat dragged in? Is this your boo? Cause if he’s not, mm-mm-mm, where do I sign?”

“Agnes,” Reditus Kora said in a reproachful voice, “this is Dhane, the King of Shadows.”

Agnes sucked in a breath, eyes wide, patting her chest as if to keep her heart from flatlining.

“I am not!” Dhane yelled.

Reditus Kora laughed. “No, no he’s not. But I have it on good authority that he’s the spitting image of the evil king, even has the same name as him.”

“RIP, girl,” Agnes said. “You’re tryin’ to kill me off, aren’t you?”

“Only so you can Return and make a donation.”

“That ain’t happenin’, and you know it. I’m stickin’ right here in town where it’s nice a safe. If I die, it’s entirely because of those damn doughnuts, you hear? You can pass your bill to Janet.”

“It’s not a bill,” Reditus Kora said.

“Yeah, uh-huh, I’ve seen you work your magic. You’d take a street urchin’s last copper if you could.”

“Agnes, I’m not taking it from them. I’m accepting their donation. It’s a big difference!”

“Tomato, tomahto. So!” Agnes said, smiling at Dhane, “you need to be tested, do you? Oh, no need to look so grim. There’s nothin’ about it, and it’s entirely painless.”

“What’s the test?” he asked.

“You’ll see in just a moment.” She summoned a BlackBerry, tapped a few buttons, and a small ball of light jumped from her screen. It morphed into the outline of a sheet, like a piece of printer paper but thicker.

Once she grabbed it, it materialized as a clean metal plate with rounded edges. She then summoned a long needle, nearly identical to the Ink Master’s needle.

“It looks dreadfully scary,” she said, “but I’m a woman of her word. I swear there will be no pain.”

Reditus Kora sighed. “You don’t have to baby him. He’s an adventurer, an assassin.”

“Hon, when you summon a mad needle like this,” Agnes said, waving her needle, “I don’t care if they are the champion of the Pit of Trials. Everyone fears the needle. ‘Where ya gonna shove that?’ is a pretty common question.

“Buttholes pucker, legs quiver, and more people faint than you’d imagine. A bit of babyin’ works wonders.”

She turned back to Dhane and said, “Just hold out your hand, sweetie, and this will be over in a blink.”

He did so, but given his experience with the Ink Master, he mentally summoned Octoralis into her smallest size. She formed into his hood. Just the thought of her being inches from the back of his neck made him tense.

“Ya see, girl,” Agnes said, “he don’t right appreciate the needle. Most don’t. But he’s doin’ a standup job fightin’ his fears.”

She tapped his hand with the needle and dismissed it back to her Inventory app. A pool of shimmering, silver-white soul formed. She pinched the air above it and pulled strands of light into the metal sheet.

After nearly a solid minute, Agnes, with her brows pulled together, finally said, “Well, ain’t that just the strangest thing?”

“What?” both Dhane and Reditus Kora said at the same time.

“Nothing,” Agnes said, almost angrily. “I’m not gettin’ anythin’ from him.” She turned the metal plate over, and it remained entirely unchanged.

Reditus Kora looked . . . impressed? She smiled and nudged Dhane. “He might be terrible at lying, but he’s got a strong will. It took me two times to get his affinity, and there’s no point hiding that.”

Dhane pointed to the plate to get their attention, now more curious than anything. “What is supposed to happen?”

Agnes looked at him suspiciously. “You tellin’ me . . . Boy. After all of this, you tellin’ me you really don’t know?”

Dhane shook his head. He eyed Reditus Kora, who, using her amazing perceptive skills, confirmed that he wasn’t lying.

“Well, I’ll be. . . .” Agnes said. “It’s a stats sheet linked to your soul. Once made, it lists your name, class, experience, and attributes. The army uses it to assign roles and to keep them for their records. Players have them made for Lookin’ for Group ads.

“But . . . damn, ain’t seen nobody block a Tester so thoroughly. Ya makin’ me look bad, son.” She turned to Reditus Kora. “You remember that challenger that came through here about two years ago? Hot stuff, high rankin’, and all that?”

“How could I forget?” Reditus Kora said. “You wouldn’t shut up about him.”

“Because he blocked me. Remember? That cocky god of gleamin’ muscles hid half his stats from me just to show all them fans of his how hardcore he was.

“Now . . . exhibit B,” Agnes said, motioning to Dhane, eyes bouncing between him and the clean sheet of metal. “Not one stat!”

She then glanced at Reditus Kora and had an ah-hah moment. She said to Dhane, “Oh, silly me. You’re trying to impress her, aren’t you?”

“What?” Dhane asked, surprised.

“You got the hots for my girl, pumpin’ up your chest, trying to get her swoonin’ over your godlike willpower.”

“No! It’s not like that. I’m . . .”

Reditus Kora leaned in, eyes sparkling, lips pulled into a soft smile.

She was, honestly, a step beyond distracting. He was having a hard time coming up with an excuse that made any sense.

<We run, Daddy?> Octoralis projected. <Run now-now-now before guards come!>

Wait, he sent back, getting an idea. The metal plate would only record what he allowed it to, so it shouldn’t be a problem.

He said to Agnes, “I just don’t like people digging into my soul. I also don’t want to be drafted.”

“Hon,” she said, “ain’t nobody wants to be drafted into this damn war. You think I want to be here? You think my girl wants to be handin’ over the Returned to the army? The answer, if it ain’t already one-hundred percent clear, is hell no.”

“Alright, alright,” Dhane said, padding the air with his hands to placate the woman. “I’ll cooperate.”

“And,” Reditus Kora said with a wink, “you’ve already got my attention.”

Agnes grabbed Dhane’s hand and summoned her needle again. She didn’t go through the soft, caring routine of assuring him there would be no pain. Instead, she stabbed the needle into his palm, evidently more eager to overcome the challenge of his willpower.

She dragged more of his soul into the plate than the first time, and he could feel a spark of energy drain away as if he had lost an hour or two of the day and would need to sleep to get it back.

Agnes glared at the plate, her whole focus on something unseen, working through a challenging puzzle.

Dhane mentally opened the Character app. His character sheet was there, held in his mind in perfect detail. He then let go of the information—letter by letter, number by number—skipping over the one piece of information he couldn’t release: arachnomancer.

The metal plate vibrated. Agnes grunted, her mouth curving into a smile of triumph. The metal had changed. His information was displayed as if the letters and numbers had been stamped there.

Then . . . she mouthed an unfamiliar word before saying it, questioningly, “Archssassin?”

Shit!

Okay, maybe he wasn’t the best at holding back only a bit of his information. It wasn’t like he had a lot of practice doing it and, in all honesty, didn’t quite understand how any of it worked.

He wanted to tell Agnes to try again, but before he could, Reditus Kora—her shoulders tense, eyes catching the morning light and now seemed to be more blue than green—pointed to his stats.

“Is . . . that correct?” she asked, her voice quiet as if she didn’t want anyone to actually hear her. “He is level eleven but has over fifty-two thousand experience?”

Double shit!

He had completely forgotten about his experience points and how—for any normal person—they wouldn’t add up to his current level.

Alright, he projected to Octoralis. Maybe they’d just take their chances now and use the element of surprise to their advantage.

<I’m ready, Daddy!>

“Meh,” Agnes said, shrugging. “It happens.”

Dhane stopped and waited. Once someone pulled a giant magical spider from their hat, well . . . there was no shoving it back in, Oops, sorry kids, that’s no bunny!

“It does?” Reditus Kora asked in that still-too-quiet voice, crinkling her nose. “So, is he level eleven or fifteen?”

“Don’t got a clue,” Agnes said. “But I tell you what, I ain’t too surprised. This happens with those who have overly thick skulls.” She shoved the plate against Dhane’s chest. “Now, you take that over to Challenger Terry. He—”

“Shit!” Dhane said, then cupped his mouth.

“Excuse me?”

He desperately searched for something to say. Did he reveal a troubled history with the challenger? Or maybe he forgot something that he just remembered, like . . .

Blank, blank, blank, blank.

Thanks, brain, you’re a big help. . . .

But then, a stroke of good luck saved the day, and instead of saying anything, he pointed to a soggy woman being pulled from the water by three guards.

Agnes looked and immediately laughed. “Goodness gracious! What a scrub. I just made her a plate and knew she wouldn’t last two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

“What will happen to her,” Dhane asked.

“Tryin’ to desert like that? Nothin’ good, that’s all I know. That’s all I need to know.”

Dhane shook his head. “Shouldn’t people be given a choice? Half of them are probably not even from here.”

Agnes considered him. “Hon, we all gotta do things we don’t wanna. That’s life. But listen here, I’ve got a good feelin’ about you, you know?

“Think of this as a new opportunity to make friends. Take my girl here,” she said, wrapping an arm around Reditus Kora, who stiffened, “she most def wants to be your friend.”

“Agnes!” Reditus Kora said, cheeks flushed in an uncharacteristic display of embarrassment. But what did she have to be embarrassed about? Her intentions had never been a secret.

Agnes raised her palm to quiet the protest. “Now, she’s no chickenhead. She’s the real deal, hon. Got the looks, the brains, and a devious sense of humor . . . King of Shadows. Ha!

“So you go on out there and do what you gotta do, then come back and take her to a nice dinner, you hear?

“I mean, look at her! She don’t eat enough. I been tryin’ to get her to plump up to somethin’ healthy, you know? But, nah, this girl only wants her carrots and lettuce.”

“I eat plenty, mom. . . .” Reditus Kora said, staring at the ground, fidgeting with her fingers.

“Don’t you mom me. You’re a little more than a wet noodle. And I’m just sayin’, you could use some more fine dinin’ in your life with someone special.”

A man wearing white robes raised his arm and called for a Tester.

“Iight! I’m out. I swear the army is gonna work me to the damn bone.” She grabbed Dhane and pulled him into a tight hug, whispering, “But I’m makin’ bank, baby!”

After Agnes left, Reditus Kora seemed sheepish, which didn’t fit the overconfident, flirtatious girl he had been talking to before. Maybe Agnes’s approval made things more real?

Reditus Kora licked her lips, arms crossed. “You . . . don’t have to do any of that stuff,” she said. “Agnes just thinks of herself as a matchmaker”—she couldn’t look at him—“always stepping over the line like I can’t handle myself.”

“You most certainly can,” Dhane said.

She glanced up and smiled. “Well . . . King of Mystery, you have my phone number and know where to find me. Don’t be a stranger, okay?”

Dhane nodded, not entirely sure what else to do. Then Reditus Kora pointed across the waterway where a familiar man stood, talking loudly and directing people.

Oh, shit bacon. . . .


Chapter
Seventeen



It had been two whole days—Friday morning to Sunday Morning—since Dhane destroyed the cemetery of Shadow beneath Ceratree City, two whole days since his desperate fight with Challenger Terry.

Hmm. Any chance that was long enough to be forgotten? To just slip the challenger’s mind?

No. . .?

The man did not look pleasant. Maybe him being here was a form of punishment. Or the mere fact that a disgustingly inferior Cobalin had dealt the final blow was too much of a dishonor for him to bear.

He shouted at everyone who approached him, his face twisted into a permanent, ugly scowl. He seemed one fuse away from drawing his molten-edged blade and removing a few unnecessary limbs.

There was no way in hell Dhane would talk to the man. The instant Challenger Terry saw him, there would be no talking, just quick revenge.

Of course, this time, Dhane had Octoralis. But . . . Challenger Terry had all of Glimmerpond, all of their guards, and all of their new recruits.

If any of them could capture the King of Shadows right this very moment and not have to be drafted, the vote would be unanimous.

Why-oh-why did Dhane have to Return here of all places? Why-oh-why did Challenger Terry have to be here of all places?

This had to be some cruel trick done by Gameus, right? The god of the realm was probably laughing, chomping on buttered and salted popcorn, waiting to see what the resourceful King of Shadows would do next.

Well, god of games, the answer was quite obvious: escape . . . somehow. Octoralis agreed, sitting with restless energy inside his hood.

Dhane followed a crowd of mismatched adventures, wearing all manner of armor—from leather and chain to robes of various colors—all being funneled like cattle to the slaughter.

He climbed wooden stairs to one of the main high bridges. The handrails were smooth, polished by the touch of thousands of people over the years. Thick ropes—braided with colorful blue and orange fabrics—made up the walls.

As his line of dispirited draftees shuffled forward, he swept his senses through everything, seeking out any unwatched openings.

Defenses were—typically—built to do one thing: keep enemies out. But with tensions running high, those defenses were currently turned against the people.

This had the expected result of men and women crowding the main boardwalk behind the first of three gates, not shy about shouting their dissenting opinions to a chorus of agreement.

“We’re not your slaves!”

“You have no right to call a draft!”

“I didn’t agree to this!”

It was pure idiocy. Why did the Army of Light feel so threatened by Dhane and his few hundred starving Cobalins? The army didn’t need more people to fight.

To . . . fight. . . .

No, they didn’t. What they needed was more people to help search for the fledgling village. Terralacoos was a hundred by four hundred miles, which would take an actual army a very long time to search. But send out hundreds of parties?

Shit. . . .

He did hide the village, but the area it encompassed was much larger than he had anticipated, and he had no idea what it looked like from the outside.

Did it fill in as a lake? Or did it look more like a crater? Either way, it would be a perfect circle. That, in and of itself, might tick the Looks Suspicious checkbox.

He really needed to get back to Dedu Tedu Novus. Now knowing what they were up against, he could better disguise the area.

But he was stuck!

Every little exit was guarded. Even the bottoms of the boardwalks had spikes and walls to prevent passage.

There was no walking, running, swimming, or waypointing to escape. Wings would be handy right about now, but given his luck, he’d get shot down by a lightning bolt.

There weren’t even shadows along the main boardwalk to use Shadow Fade. Maybe, if he could stall until night . . . Nope. The Weather app reported a full moon.

Lucky lucky lucky. Not!

He did have symbol magic. Most of what he had learned was untested, except shrinking. Ha! He could shrink. But . . . there was no knowing how much mana it would cost or how long the effect would last.

He mentally scanned his inventory that was way too full of ¤ Kako Bacon. Hmm? Maybe all he needed was a distraction. An epidemic of insane bacon-addicted people could definitely work.

Then there was the ¤ Quartz Golem Seed. It wouldn’t be nearly as fierce as the one he faced, but thrown into the mix of chaos, it might just be enough.

An Asian woman with spiky black hair, standing on a wooden crate and wearing gold and white armor—the very same armor the Royal guards wore—shouted, “If you don’t have a character sheet, talk to me. If you have your character sheet but no marker, talk to Challenger Terry!”

She scanned all the people crowding the boardwalk in front of shops with display windows of swords, armor, and cake, because there should always be cake.

Her sweeping gaze, however, slowed when she saw Dhane. Their eyes met for only a moment, but there was a flicker of recognition.

He snapped his attention to the fascinating floorboards, water sloshing a few feet below, watching what the guard would do by her vibration lines.

Her forehead pinched, her head cocked to the side, then basic logic seemed to laugh at the very notion that the King of Shadows could possibly be in Glimmerpond of all places. She repeated her instructions, and everyone continued forward.

Dhane released his breath, the tension in his shoulders easing. This wasn’t the first time he had been stupid. It certainly wouldn’t be the last time.

It had only been two freaking days ago that he had, so stupidly, revealed his face to a completely sold-out arena of thousands of people. Anyone here could recognize him.

He quickly desummoned Octoralis back to his soul and pulled his hood up. All the sounds and vibration lines immediately amplified, as did the random stares from people unable to handle the awesomeness of Nyan Cat.

And . . . just like that, the answer to all of his problems became obvious. He needed Pop-Tarts and a rainbow. No, that wasn’t it. And it wasn’t raising an army of bacon-crazed zombies. It was his armor and the skill it came with.

Katsen Polymorph.

Who in their right mind would stop a stray cat from leaving the town? The only problem was how transitioning wouldn’t go unnoticed. People rarely just popped! into cute animals.

Dhane stepped out from his position in line and entered a store. All he needed was a few seconds’ worth of privacy.

“Jaxxy!” a slender man with tawny brown skin squealed. His hair was done up in dreadlocks, the sides and back buzzed short, and the tips cascaded forward, dyed purple.

He was wearing a dark-gray fitted suit, a purple button-up shirt with an open collar, and sticking out of his breast pocket was a fluffy purple pocket square, worn with panache.

Dhane came to an abrupt stop. He hadn’t thought the store would matter for what he needed, but now, taking a moment to look around, he wasn’t so sure anymore.

It was a lavish store, displaying lavish dresses of all color, length, and cut on animated manikins. They shifted and held their poses as if at a photo shoot.

Among the manikins were three young women, pointing and talking. And among the three young women were three Royal guards.

Yes . . . this was definitely not the store he wanted, after all. He turned to obscure his face from the guards and expanded his awareness beyond the walls of the store.

Sensing vibration lines through solid objects provided a mixture of faint lines and nothing at all. His cat ears helped him see that this was the last store. The boardwalk continued to a bridge, then to the wonderfully pleasant—totally wouldn’t murder you in your sleep—Challenger Terry.

Dhane couldn’t very well march in the opposite direction as everyone. That’d attract more attention, and the guards may pull him aside, guards that would probably recognize him upon close inspection.

Oi. . . .

“Hey, love,” the man in purple said when Jaxxy didn’t reply, apparently helping the three young women. “You can’t hide from the draft in here.”

This got the guards’ attention.

Dhane had the immediate burning desire to spout some nonsense like, Oh! This isn’t the bakery, but leaving wasn’t really an option.

With no small amount of internal cringe—his mind fixated on one of those fantastic impromptu plans—he stepped to the side toward a black dress, keeping the guards’ suspicious glares behind him.

He removed his hood with casual confidence and said, in a no-nonsense tone, higher pitched than normal, “Did you just assume my gender?”

The man gasped. “Not at all!”

“I’ve heard splendid things about,” Dhane said, pausing long enough to eye the man in purple, up and down, “your work?”

“You have?” the man said, fanning his smiling face with his fingers. “Well, it’s so very good to meet you. I’m Du Dolly the Dress Designer, but of course, you already know that. And you are?”

“. . . Dhanelle.”

Oh yeah, so brilliant. . . .

Du Dolly bit the tip of his pinky. “Ooh, is this Glimmer Troll lotion you’ve got on? It really brings out your shine.”

“Actually, it’s just my natural complexion.”

“Shut up. Really?”

“Perks from the Sisters of Death.”

“Assassin? So dangerous. I follow the Rabbit because she’s just so damn adorable! Want to see my puffy tail? Ha! Oh, look at your face. No, I don’t have a tail, but wouldn’t that be something if I did?

“Anyway, if I had known about the cosmetic perks of being an assassin, well, I’d have been conflicted, to say the least.”

The manikin, glossy white to contrast the dress, lowered one shoulder, raised the other, and did the reverse with its hips.

The dress slid across the manikin’s form, every fold, every line drawn to perfection. The material caught the light and shimmered as if it had been made of crushed crystals.

Dhane wasn’t really one for wearing dresses, but damn was this a nice bit of fabric. It was sexy and elegant and commanded attention.

Du Dolly flashed his palm toward the manikin, and it stopped moving. “I’m damn proud of this one. Some of my finest work. Want to try her on?”

“Do you have a changing room?”

“Of course, love. Got the whole shebang in the back: mirrors, makeup, and display mods if you want to try out other colors and patterns.

“Do know that I can make any modification you may want. I just need to get a signature from you and deposit.”

Dhane wanted to say, Just to try it on? But really, what he needed to do was get into the changing room, change into a nice set of paws, and get the hell out of the village.

He said instead, “Not a problem,” and smiled with the confidence of one who had purchased many fine dresses.

Du Dolly summoned an older iPhone with its flat edges and slim form. He tapped the screen a few times and opened DocuSign.

“Just need your lovely tap,” he said, holding his phone out as if to exchange contact information.

Dhane summoned his phone, and it materialized from wisps of smoke.

“Ooh! Is that a new model? Wow, yours is a lot larger than mine.”

A woman grabbed Du Dolly’s arms from behind and stuck her head over his shoulder. “There’s more to life than your size, Du,” she said with a rather fast tempo as if every word was eager to be said at the same time.

She had curly black hair, beige-colored skin, and a light scattering of freckles. Her lips were pulled back in a nice teasing smile, and she carried the scent of cinnamon.

“Jaxxy! I wouldn’t . . . not with a customer.”

“Mm-hmm, right. Who’s your new friend?”

“This is Dhanelle. She’s an assassin.”

Jaxxy raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think we’ve sold a dress to an assassin before. Anyway, I’ll let you two get back to . . . whatever you were doing. I just wanted to let you know that our royal guests have picked out five dresses each.”

“Oh my,” Du Dolly said, fingers pressed to his chest. “Looks like I’m going to need more faaabriiic. What dressing room are you using?”

“The one with the windows. . . .”

“That’s my office, not a dressing room.”

“Yes, but I think the natural light will help persuade some extra purchases. Besides, you’ve been wanting to turn that room into a dressing room for months now.”

“Fine. Well, don’t keep them waiting.”

“I won’t, but can you entertain the guards? Please please please? They give me the creeps. I had to put my foot down and tell them they couldn’t be in the dressing room. They’d probably attack Frank just because he’s a mimic.”

“You guys have a mimic?” Dhane asked.

Du Dolly laughed. “A harmless mimic. He hasn’t eaten anyone for, goodness, it has to be at least a month now, right?”

Jaxxy nodded solemnly.

“He prefers fabric. Think of it as a way to deconstruct an item for its parts. He gets scraps. We get usable materials back. And everyone is peachy s’meachy.”

He pulled away from Jaxxy and took her hands. “Jax. . . .” he said in a whiney, hushed voice. “You think I like those supercilious simpletons?” He looked over her shoulder and shuddered. “They’re watching us. Eeee!”

Jaxxy pushed out her lower lip and produced a perfect set of puppy dog eyes.

Du Dolly let out a breath. “Fuck me. Fine. Tell them I’ll be right on over with some of Janet’s pastries. But, girl, you owe me one.”

“You’re the best, Du,” Jaxxy said, kissing his cheek. She wiggled her fingers at Dhane, turned, and hurried toward a hallway.

“Now,” Du Dolly said, “where were we?”

“I believe, signature and deposit.”

“No no no. You know what I want. Whip it out. Show me your phone. Yasss. It’s drop-dead sexy! The screen covers the entire front? And are those lenses on the back? They’re enormous!

“I’ve been needing an upgrade for years. Look at what I’m working with. That’s the lens, that fleck of glass.”

He pointed at the lens, then looked like he had a eureka moment. “Heyyy, you could let me grab a copy off you.”

“A . . . copy?” Dhane asked, looking at his phone.

“Wow, you must be a recent batch if you don’t know about soul device copying. But it’s no biggie. Well, besides the outlandish System fee. They always get you in the end, don’t they?”

“Wait, who are they?”

Du Dolly raised an eyebrow. “The gods, silly. Their soul watchers? The creators of this reality. Don’t you know anything, girl? They’re profiting off us poor souls. But I don’t have much to complain about. I love what I do and where I live.

“Anyways, soul devices have skins, if you will. They all do the same thing, just do it differently. And your device is from the time you died. It’s meant to ease your transition and give you something familiar in an unfamiliar world.

“I’ve seen devices from all different generations. Someone even had a TI-84 graphing calculator, a crazy mathematician that used to go on and on about conspiracies. You know what? Come to think of it, I haven’t heard much from him recently. Hmm.

“But none of that matters. You’re able to change your soul device to match any other device you may want as long as you have access to it. So what you say, do me a solid?”

Dhane shrugged and said it was okay. All this time, he figured that everyone was stuck with the soul device they had first received. Someone like Reditus Kora could definitely use an upgrade from her old-school Nokia brick.

“Let’s see,” Du Dolly said, “I just need to fire up the Migration Assistant, pay the outlandish fee, and . . . alright, hold your phone out like this.”

Dhane did so, and Du Dolly pressed the phones together. After a few seconds, the iPhone melted down to a glowing purple rectangle and reformed as a perfect replica of Dhane’s phone.

“Eeee! It even smells new. Okay, okay girl, let’s get you into this dress, shall we? Tap phones and accept the terms. It’s just a reputation agreement, promising you won’t steal or ruin the dress. Goood. Thank you, thank you. Now, I just need a deposit: one gold coin, please.”

A gold coin! And that was just for the deposit. How much were these dresses? He should have realized, given the other clientele.

Begrudgingly, but with a smile, so he didn’t give his thoughts away, he summoned a single gold coin between his fingers, and it materialized from smoke.

“Fancy trick,” Du Dolly said, accepting the coin. He pressed something on his phone, and the entire manikin shifted into a white ball. He collected it and initiated a trade, which took two seconds to complete.

“Now, love,” he said, dismissing his phone, “follow me, and I’ll show you where the magic happens.”

Du Dolly swung around and led the way directly to where the Royal guards were standing in the hallway. One guard was doing his best to look through the slight opening of a door where the three young women were changing.

The young women laughed at something Jaxxy said, vibration lines shifting over their forms as they equipped new dresses and examined themselves in front of what had to be mirrors.

“You boys like pastries?” Du Dolly asked.

Dhane looked away, pretending to find a bright yellow and blue dress with frilly white sleeves as a potential second dress to his soon-to-be-growing collection.

Octoralis sent a swirl of laughter into his chest, projecting her opinion of how very pretty he would look in a dress.

I’m not going to wear them, he projected back to her. Of course, she knew that but filled his chest with a sense of disappointment all the same.

The guards’ vibration lines indicated that they very much liked pastries. Even Mr. Peeper found himself standing straight as a board, nodding enthusiastically.

Du Dolly forced an obviously fake smile. “Give me a few minutes to get her situated, and I’ll bring back some of my favorites. Is milk good? No one is lactose intolerant, right?”

Dhane glanced at the guards. They weren’t paying him any attention.

One guard with ebony skin and a bright white smile said, “Pastries and milk would be welcome. And don’t worry about food allergies. I doubt they ascended with us to heaven.”

“Right,” Du Dolly said, “but you can never be too careful. Sickness is in the mind of our persona, after all.”

This gave the guard pause. He nodded and said, “I suppose that’s true. But we’ll be fine.”

“Good! I’ll only be a moment.” Du Dolly grabbed Dhane’s hand and pulled him through the guards into a small room, shutting the door behind.

“Sheesh!” Du Dolly said. “You see that pervy guard? Probably thinks he’s doing his job as if the girls were in any real danger.”

Dhane looked around and realized something a bit obviously wrong with his plan. This always happened with his stupid, spur-of-the-moment ideas.

As a cat, there was no exit, no way out, no cat door or window. Instead, vertical sheets of mirror covered two walls. The third wall had a dressing table with every type of makeup he had ever seen, neatly organized on small shelves.

“Sit, sit,” Du Dolly said. “Heyyy, don’t give me that look. The longer I’m in here, the less I have to be out there. Besides, you have a bit of scruff, and I’m sure that’s killing you, isn’t it? Didn’t they show you how to control that?”

Dhane touched his chin. His facial hair was practically nonexistent, just enough to add a texture. But then, were he female, he wouldn’t have anything more than the lightest peach fuzz.

He allowed himself to be directed to the chair at the dressing table, distracted with more important matters such as the vibration lines of the shop.

There was one exit, and he mentally sighed. The other dressing room, the one currently guarded and occupied, had an open window.

Great. . . .

But there really weren’t many other options. The door wasn’t shut all the way, so he could push inside. Then it was only a matter of getting to the window.

“Girl, you are your persona,” Du Dolly said. “Most people remain looking like who they were before they died. They’ve got no imagination or willpower. And sure, I get it. The smallest changes can be very difficult.

“So do something for me. Close your eyes. Come on, just do it. Thank you, thank you. Now, visualize yourself. Every detail, every splotch you don’t like, every curve you do like.

“Once you have that perfect model in mind, change it. Remove the tiny details that don’t align with the true you. Remove your facial hair. Maybe reduce those eyebrows a bit, too.

“Do this every day, five to ten minutes, and eventually those pesky— Fuck me. . . .”

“What?” Dhane asked, opening his eyes.

His reflection from the dressing table’s mirror revealed a doppelgänger without any facial hair. It was the closest shave he had ever had, so close, in fact, the follicles beneath his skin were invisible.

“Girl, you’re making a fool out of me, aren’t you? That, or you’re a little miss prodigy.”

It was remarkable. He slid his fingers along his smooth, sharp jawline. “I’m not young enough to be a prodigy.”

“Fine. A savant, then. But I don’t know if I believe you. I’ve never seen a change happen so fast, not even from my teacher, and she’s a master. She’s fast, but not that fast.”

Leaning into his new persona, Dhane smiled and said, “It’s wonderful. Thank you for showing me how to do it. Plucking was a nightmare. And ever since I died, I haven’t been able to.”

Du Dolly cupped his chin, one finger on his cheek. He seemed . . . contemplative, then waved fingers and rolled his eyes. “Oh please, it was nothing. I’m just glad I could help.

“Anyways, girl, before you put that dress on, you need a few adjustments. I swear it’ll be worth your while. You’ll wrench the little hearts out of anyone who sees you.”

Oh . . . yay. That sounded lovely.

At least Octoralis was excited. Her bubbly emotions flooded his chest. It was like playing dress-up for her. This observation made him wonder how old she was.

<I’m eight, Daddy.>

Well, that explained that. She’d normally be in third grade if she wasn’t in heaven . . . or a spider, for that matter.

<Days,> she corrected. <I’m eight in days, Daddy.>

Before he could internally sigh and explain how that wasn’t what he meant, Du Dolly turned him around in the chair, different makeup items at the ready.

“I don’t have much time,” he said. “Those guards will start pestering Jaxxy if I don’t get back to them. But this shouldn’t take long.

“You could use some more purple in your life. Purple is my favorite color, you know? You’re too . . . drab. Not everything should be black.

“A bit of eyeliner to bring out those gorgeous eyes of yours,” he said and touched the tip of a black pencil to the corner of Dhane’s eye. Du Dolly then tapped something on his phone, which displayed a list of different eyeliner styles.

He continued with eyeshadow, mascara, lipstick, and then pulled out a hairbrush, gently running it through Dhane’s somewhat curly idiotic hair.

“A halo braid will look lovely on you.” And just as Du Dolly said it—and tapped the option on his phone—there it was. “Done!” He turned Dhane back toward the mirror, beaming with artistic pride.

Dhane whispered, “Thanks,” as he stared in horror at how beautiful he was.

Makeup really made a huge difference. Combined with the slight shimmer of his skin, he was like a model ready to be debuted on the catwalk.

“Now,” Du Dolly said, “get yourself into that dress, and I’ll be right back to see your stunning transformation.”

He took a step away, nodded, complimenting himself on a job well done, then left.

<Do it, Daddy!> Octoralis projected, her intent more on Wear the dress than Turn into a kitty.

Dhane sighed. He was a tiny bit curious. It wasn’t like he had many opportunities to legitimately dress up as a girl and not have it be weird. Or was this weird. . .? Maybe it’d be useful one day.

He stood and stepped toward the center of the room. The mirrors reflected back someone that most definitely didn’t look like him.

His eyes were that aquamarine color, outlined in black, accented with purple eyeshadow and matching lipstick.

He had never seen his hair so well behaved. It was pulled up into what Du Dolly called a halo braid, which made sense as it circled the crown of his head while leaving long wavy strands of hair to frame his face.

With a mental flick, Dhane unequipped his armor and swapped his clothes. Rivulets of smoke cascaded down his form, shifting from leather to exquisite black chiffon.

“Damn,” he said, striking a pose, “I’m sexy.”

A vibration brightened from behind. He had been so enamored with himself that he didn’t sense the creepy-ass guard peeking through the crack in the door, grinning like a buffoon.

There was no hesitation, no second thought, no mental debate on how to best handle Mr. Peeper. Within a fraction of a second, Dhane summoned his dagger and threw it, the blade trailing smoke.

The tip slammed into the wall, half an inch from the guard’s eye. He yelped and scurried toward the voice and vibration lines of Du Dolly saying he had cups and, “So very sorry to keep you fine gents waiting.”

“Men!” Dhane said, tossing his hair with a huff.

Octoralis agreed.


Chapter
Eighteen



The realization of what Dhane had just done didn’t fail to click into place. Was it him, or was it getting a bit hot in here?

<You are hot, Daddy!> Octoralis projected.

Ahh! You’re making it worse, he projected back, equipping his armor with a bit more eagerness than necessary. This is the last time I dress up for you.

Octoralis pouted. <But pretty dress. . . .>

Yes, yes it was.

It’d look fantastic on Pen—

Conflicting emotions of rage and pain and sorrow sifted up from where he had locked them away. His emotional vault was leaking, a vault filled with feelings of Penny, of the Cobalins as kids, of being the King of Shadows.

He sucked in a breath and pushed it out. Time wasn’t exactly on their side. Du Dolly would return any second, and by the vibration lines, the guards seemed to be momentarily distracted.

Dhane summoned the dress as an item. It materialized, and he draped it over the chair where it shimmered.

The temptation to keep it was real.

Not to wear it! he clarified to Octoralis.

It could be sold or given away as a gift. He had, after all, paid a gold coin for it, half as much as building a cabin. But it wasn’t his, and after everything Du Dolly had done, the guy didn’t deserve to have his dress stolen, enemy or not.

Du Dolly’s voice, artificially playful, said, “Janet makes the best baklava. You haven’t had it before? Well, you simply must give it a try. It’s made of nuts and honey with a delectable flaky crust.”

Dhane retrieved his dagger and triggered Katsen Polymorph, paying the 40 mana, dropping him to 70/110. There were different forms of the Katsen that he could take, from baby to fear-worthy monster. He decided a baby Katsen, about the size of an adult house cat, would work the best.

After three seconds, the world expanded. The walls grew taller, the ceiling farther away, and all the sounds and vibration lines grew more intense.

The door across the hallway opened, and Jaxxy stepped out. “Yes, of course, I’ll bring the whole platter.”

She stepped away, and the door started to glide shut. Dhane rushed silently across the hallway and through the shrinking gap, using the vibration lines to determine where to go.

Inside, the room was much larger than his dressing room. There were far fewer mirrors and far more tables covered in materials of all colors and patterns.

In the far corner sat a sizable chest made of mahogany and gold. Ornate decorations covered all parts of it in flowing lines and symbols that vibrated to a pulse, like a heartbeat.

Hello, Frank. . . .

The mimic growled and sprang forward, snapping thick chains taut and slamming against the floor, not one inch closer than it had been.

The young women—

Holy shit.

He hadn’t actually looked at them until that moment when they jumped, sucked in startled breaths, then laughed at each other.

Two of the young women had gorgeous blue dresses on that resembled the flow of an ocean’s wave, curving around their forms from top to bottom, then crashing in a ruffled white.

The middle young woman, however, didn’t have a dress on at all. No . . . she stood in her fancy white underwear, back to him, her body of fair-skin curving at all the right places.

She had wavy golden blonde hair elegantly twisted into creative half-braids. Jewelry wrapped her wrists and ankles in silver and gold with dozens of tiny diamonds that caught the light, casting flecks of rainbow.

He was a black cat stuck with his jaw open.

<Daddy!> Octoralis projected.

He was a black cat with his jaw shut, focusing on how very nice this table leg looked. It wasn’t like he was here specifically to be a creep.

Oi. . . .

He was worse than that guard. He even went the extra mile to turn into a cat to enjoy the peep show inside the room.

Bah. He was just passing through. The window was open on the other end of the room . . . above the mimic that didn’t seem to like Katsen.

“Jaxxy did say it was a mimic,” one of the young women in blue said. She had light ochre skin and short black hair that waved at the top and was buzzed at the back.

“Sure,” said the other young woman in blue who had pale pink skin and long brunette hair. Her voice had a nasal texture to it. “But did you think she was serious? Mimics are mobs, not pets. We should report them to the guard and have it taken out and slaughtered.”

“Ladies,” the practically naked young woman said. She tapped her phone, and her underwear dissolved into gathering mist like rainclouds, shifting from the white fabric to a new set of blue underwear that clung like a second skin.

She continued to say while posing at a standing mirror, “We don’t have the authority to enforce Ceratree City law here. Not yet, anyway. Soon, all of these backwater towns will be under my control.

“Irace, when that happens, you have my permission to come back and put the wretched thing down. Until then, don’t make waves.”

Irace, the woman with brunette hair, crossed her arms. “Azalea, have you seen their Reditai? Ugh. They’re just normal people pretending to be what they’re not. I thought we got rid of all of that. It should be illegal, don’t you think, impersonating a priest of Light?”

“Naturally,” Azalea said, apparently finding her display acceptable by how she smiled. “I like this. The designer is a broken man, but he sure makes good clothes.”

She tapped something on her phone, and a matching blue dress formed from mist. “Don’t fret about the pretenders. The Reditai will deal with their own.”

“How?” the third young woman asked.

Irace laughed. “Benita, something tells me you don’t want to know.”

“I mean,” Benita said, hand on her chest, “they aren’t going to hurt them, will they?”

“Like I said, you don’t want to know.”

Azalea nodded. “Next dress. The red ones might do well for the war meet tomorrow.”

They all tapped their phones, and the dresses shifted away, reforming into a new design that was very much inspired by fire.

Azalea’s dress, however, didn’t reform. Instead, the material dissolved away, leaving her with a new set of red underwear featuring lace edges tinted orange.

Irace raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t it a bit OCD to match your undergarments to every dress?”

Azalea smiled. “It’s all about perfection, Irace. What in life is worth doing if you’re not doing it correctly? When Henry tears my dress off, it’s more than just my body I want him to see. It’s my art, my intention of how I want to be seen.”

Benita let out a breath and fanned her face. “Azalea. . . .” she said, blushing.

Azalea turned to her. “Men are so easily aroused.” She stepped up to Benita and took her wrist, walking her back two steps to the wall and pinning it above her head.

“It’s an accumulation of small things,” Azalea said, eyeing Irace before continuing with the demonstration, saying in a whisper, “everything matters: matching color, material, your angle”—she leaned in—“the soft breathing on his neck.”

Benita gasped.

Azalea let go and stepped back to the mirror. She equipped her red dress, which sifted out from the mists that caressed her body. “Besides,” she said, standing with perfect posture, chin held high, “he gives me anything I want, so why not put a cherry on top?”

While this was all very interesting, Dhane had a time limit, a limit that had now dropped to seven minutes and forty-seven seconds.

Stupid distractions! And distractions that were entirely his fault. Stupid pervy mind! This wasn’t the first time such questionable decision-making had affected him in a not-so-stellar way.

Benita pressed her hand to her chest. “Wow. My heart is racing. I-I’m going to . . . see what’s taking Jaxxy so long,” she said, stepping toward the door, then stopping. “Ah! A kitty?”

Dhane froze, one paw hanging midair. The three young women were now watching him with intense interest. Maybe if he didn’t move, they’d think him a stuffed animal.

Brilliant idea! Brilliantly flawed since even if he was stuffed, that probably wouldn’t have stopped them from picking him up the way Irace just did.

The ground fell away, and he was being held in the most uncomfortable way. He had picked up many a cat before, and one does not simply grab them about their stomach.

If he hadn’t already vomited the limited contents of his stomach, he would have surely added some decoration to their dresses.

“He has makeup on,” Irace said with a laugh. “Of course, the dress designer has a pet cat with makeup.”

“He?” Benita asked. “How do you know he’s a he?”

Azalea grabbed Dhane’s legs and spread them. “Benita, you just might be a bit too innocent for your own good.”

“Oh. . . .”

Irace laughed again. “Look at his tiny, little thing.”

Violated. Yes, that was what Dhane felt at that very moment. A great sense of being violated: emotionally, physically.

Is this karma?

Azalea then grabbed him just under his front legs, ninety percent of his body hanging below, airflow insufficient.

She shifted him left and right, grinning a set of perfect teeth at him. “Who’s a pretty kitty? Who’s a pretty kitty?”

Dhane vowed to never do this to another cat. Was it really this annoying, shocking, humiliating? Yes, yes it was. Channeling the King of Shadows, he said, “I am.”


Chapter
Nineteen



It took approximately three stunned seconds from three stunned young women for the screams to start and for Dhane, in the shape of a pretty kitty, to be launched out the window.

Now, the one thing that seemed evidently true about impromptu plans was that they often changed. Sometimes, rather abruptly.

Consequently, given the current situation, there was the good, the bad, and the ugly: he wanted to escape the store, so yay; outside the window had no ground or boardwalk or anything but water, so boo; and there were heavily armed guards in pursuit, shouting about an assassination attempt on the Diamond Royal, so hiss.

Dhane, reaching a furry paw toward the wall and, with extreme luck for being close enough, made it his new down.

The guards had no clue what they were up against: the one and only ninja kitty that could bend gravity at will. But such awesomeness had a time limit, and that time limit was down to four minutes and twelve seconds.

He sprinted along the wall and jumped—allowing gravity to return to normal—and landed on the boardwalk he was on earlier.

Legs, legs, and more legs were like a thick patch of forest trees that had the audacity to move. He smacked into a calf here, a shin there, and a foot nearly squashed his precious tail.

“Out of the way!” he yelled, which proved to not be the best of ideas since cats rarely made such pronounced demands, and now the people found him to be more fascinating than ignorable.

Apparently, while being a cat, one should simply keep their trap shut. But could such talking cats be that out of the ordinary? He couldn’t possibly be the only person to own armor with the Katsen Polymorph skill.

Before someone could grab him, he sprang off the boardwalk and changed gravity again, landing on the side of the bridge. He darted beneath it, upside-down, past the shocked face of a punter on his flatboat.

Three seconds later, he was at the other side, back to normal gravity, now standing on an open platform that connected to the main boardwalk.

To the right were three gates, one after the other. To the left was the market square of two dozen shops and lots of tables beneath hanging fabrics of bright color. There were no products decorating the tables, no merchants, no hawkers calling out their wares.

People crowded the main platform, shouting one thing or another. Guards were shoving them away from the gate, yelling, “Back. Get back!”

An impressive-looking man in an impressive-looking plum-colored suit and top hat stood atop a not-so-impressive gate tower. It was built of mismatched boards as if it had been repaired countless times, and the town had stopped caring about just how impressive it looked.

“My people!” he yelled. “Calm. This is for—”

No one cared to hear what he had to say. They interrupted him by shouting, “Betrayer!” and “Scum!” and “We’re not your people!”

“In partnership—” he tried again to little success. He then decided that the best solution was to simply speak louder and said, “People, please! This partnership brings a lot of benefit to all of us!”

Challenger Terry was there at the center of the platform, behind the crowd. “You’re not leader material, is that clear?”

“Yes . . . sir,” a young Asian man said, accepting a yellow wooden marker in the shape of a hexagon.

“Take that to the western waypoint. Go!” the challenger yelled. “Next!”

Waypoint? Dhane thought, mentally summoning the town’s map again. The waypoints were still red, each featuring a lock icon. Maybe they had a way to make them still work?

The little time ticker on Katsen Polymorph just ticked its way down to two minutes, fifty-nine seconds.

<We escape, Daddy! On me.>

He sent a psychic, No, trying to convey the mental image—the disaster it would be—to summon her in the middle of the town. Everyone would forget their differences and attack.

“Stop that cat!” a man yelled from the bridge.

People didn’t seem readily cooperative with those forcing them into military service. But that didn’t mean there weren’t other guards, like . . . lots and lots of other guards.

Dhane was much too close to escaping this damn town to be captured here. He swerved between the shifting legs of people and crossed through the last layer of resistance.

The gates were shut.

Shit!

Of course the gates were shut! Why wouldn’t they be? Damn his luck and lack of sense. He could have spent one itty-bitty second and felt for the vibration lines ahead.

But nooo, let’s be stupid.

He shot back into the deep dark forest of limbs and dangerous feet. Vibration lines rolled away from him, and he shut his eyes to help focus.

Guards were shoving their way into the crowd. One shouted that they spotted the cat and pointed in Dhane’s direction. This prompted guards ahead of him to start closing in.

He stopped. His tiny heart was beating to a frantic rhythm. It was a new song he was writing, titled Doomed Kitty.

He wasn’t without options. . . .

Think!

If he could shift gravity at will, he probably could use his skills. And, obviously, if he could use his skills, he could summon items.

He needed a distraction. Kako bacon . . . quartz golem? Why not just play it safe and do all the things?

But before he could do all the things, a net landed on him, then hands. He jerked at the sudden surprise attack. But there were no guards here, not yet. They were still closing in from the sides. Dammit!

He struggled, fighting to escape. Alas, his little kitty muscles weren’t up to par against a human, a lady, a . . . grandma?

She made a shushing sound. “It’s okayyy, it’s okayyy. I’m going to help you.” It wasn’t a grandma. It was a crazy cat lady, and it wasn’t a net. It was a knitted shawl.

He stopped fighting if only to not draw any more attention to them. The people around them didn’t seem to care. They were chanting, “Not our war. Not our war!”

The woman withdrew a white tote bag and quickly shoved him inside. It smelled of fish, delicious, wonderful fish. Ohhh, he had never smelled anything so divine.

The bag lifted off the ground, the shawl covering the top. He didn’t quite care at the moment. What he cared about was licking the bag.

His tongue was rough. It scraped the material and filled his mouth full of a tingling sensation. He had not been a connoisseur of fish, though he did enjoy salmon with lemon butter.

This was an all-new thing. Why the rough fabric of the bag tasted as it did was beyond computation. He just wanted it. He licked it again, then tried to bite it, and when that didn’t work well, returned to licking.

The bag bounced up and down with the movement of the woman. She had a nervous sort of breathing that puffed out of her in short bursts, the vibration lines of her head looking in all directions like an amateur thief on the run.

“This area is off-limits,” a stern-sounding woman said.

The voice grabbed Dhane’s awareness, and he stopped what he was doing. What was he doing? His stomach might be incredibly empty at the moment, which was par for the course, apparently, but there were more important things happening at this very instant, things like not getting caught.

It was a flashback to his fight with the quartz golem and tainted crabs. Back then, it was Sleep Deprivation. Maybe if he didn’t eat, something similar would happen? He really needed to start taking better care of himself.

“Nonsense!” the crazy cat lady said to two guards, a man and a woman. “My home is just around the corner.” She tried to push through them. “Get your hands off me!”

“Ma’am, ma’am!” the male guard said, trying to stop her from flailing—Dhane’s world registering a nine on the seismograph—“you need to return to the group.”

“What are you going to do, attack an old lady just trying to go home? Pfft. You wouldn’t dare.”

The guard shoved her back and drew his sword. “I am authorized to attack anyone who doesn’t cooperate.” This apparently stunned the cat-loving grandma; her retort died on her quivering lips. “What’s in the bag.”

She slowly looked down, took a breath, and performed the most unnatural, exaggerated shrug. “Nothing. It’s . . . ju-just my fish from today’s catch.”

The woman guard pulled the shawl away. Her red eyebrows shot up, furrowing her forehead. “Oh,” she said, “it’s a pretty kitty with makeup?”

Oi . . . not this again.

But when in Rome. . . .

Dhane attempted his cutest impersonation of a cat. He turned in place, tail flicking playfully, and rubbed his head against the bag.

With the attention of his three-member audience now drawn to him, he said, using a much deeper voice than intended, “Meeeeow.”

What the hell was that. . .?

It sounded effeminate and scratchy. It wasn’t his fault! All of this stress had added a constricting tension to his throat.

Alas, to all appearances—most notably how their eyes had widened and looked at each other as if to confirm they were all thinking the same thing—they didn’t buy it.

Dhane raised a paw, coughed twice, then said, “Let me try that again. Meow.”

Nailed it!

Whether or not the three staring humans bought his second performance didn’t matter. Katsen Polymorph’s timer expired at that precise second.

Instinctually . . . in an effort to hide his identity, while his body took to changing from the cute butt-licking fur-ball it was to a gorgeous woman that definitely no longer fit within the tote bag, he equipped ¤ Bone Mask.

Stupid! Of all the things he had done, this ranked high on his list of dumbassery. Now, everyone would know to look for the King of Shadows within the town, a town most definitely under tight guard.

The bag exploded, and he stood within a swirl of—probably intimidating—smoke. Apparently . . . his reputation had proceeded him.

The guards shrieked as if they had just laid eyes on the most terrible thing to have ever existed in Olindale.

He didn’t look that bad.

But when it came to the psychology of people, that which they believed was often more real than reality itself. As such, these two—likely high-level guards—turned and sprinted in the opposite direction.

Regrettably, it would only be a matter of minutes before everyone knew the terrible truth: the King of Shadows was in Glimmerpond.


Chapter
Twenty



Breathe in, breathe out. In. . . . Out. . . .

It was crazy how effective a little bit of air did to calm one’s nerves, to calm the teeming field of butterflies in Dhane’s chest.

He sucked in one last deep breath, straightened his back, and sensed the shifting vibrations in the air as they slid across the immobile, the stationary, the unmoving objects that made up the world.

He exhaled, feeling much-much better. Unfortunately, that feeling of tranquility didn’t extend to the crazy cat lady who, in one particular way, reminded him of Tom.

She was terrified, frozen in place, stuck between those firing synapses of fight and flight. All she managed to do was whimper.

It was the mask; it was what the mask symbolized. No one had to have seen it before to know exactly what it meant, who it belonged to, and what that bit of information signified for them.

It sucked away hope. It incited fear. It promised an unpleasant death, one that people may not Return from, or so the rumor told.

And since it was the mask that was causing all the problems to this kindly old lady that had gone out of her way to help him, Dhane dismissed it.

He smiled his warmest of warm smiles and said, “You were wonderful. Five out of five! Would ride in your tote again.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek, then, lest he overstayed his welcome, he sauntered back to the protesting crowd with a terrible new plan.

What was that again about impromptu plans?

Le sigh.

There wasn’t any time to break out the blackboard and mind-map all of his ideas. In fact, it was surprising that Glimmerpond’s leader—presumably Mr. Plumsuit—hadn’t pinpointed the enemy in his town.

Hmm. Unless. . . . Well, a lot of things worked off of intent. Did the Mother of Shadows’s protection on his mind prevent the town from seeing an enemy, from seeing anything at all? That was a strong possibility but a hypothesis he didn’t want to stick around to test.

The way out of this mess, as terrible as it sounded, was to go deeper. All he had to do was talk to a very disagreeable man and then get through the waypoint, which meant he needed a disguise.

A quick scan through his inventory of items snagged on something he had not given much thought to: ¤ Jester Mask. It took all of two seconds to realize it was the perfect solution to an imperfect situation.

Wisps of smoke slithered out from the air and materialized into a white and pink full-face mask already equipped. Unlike the bone mask, this one had eye slots and curving strips of thick material, the tips hanging brass bells.

Now he needed a distraction, some way to expedite him through Glimmerpond’s customs, to butt in line, if you will.

He summoned a slice of Kako Bacon and walked up to an old gentleman with pale white skin. Dhane said, in what he hoped was a fun and friendly—not freaky—girlish voice, “Hellooo. Would you like some bacon? It’s delicious and not taken.”

The man arched a gray eyebrow, then shook his head. “I’m a vegetarian,” he said, voice tinged with disdain as if being a vegetarian was somehow clearly apparent. The man pushed forward.

Oi. Naturally, the first person Dhane tried to entice with a bit of his delicious meat didn’t eat meat.

He squeezed up to the next person, his little bells ringing with each movement. His new target was a young woman with coily black hair and light brown skin. She looked sad.

This all felt rather devious. . . .

Pfft. Of course, it was devious. He didn’t love the idea of handing out poison to people who hadn’t done anything bad to him. Sure, they were technically his enemies, but these were just ordinary people being forced into a war they didn’t care about.

The thing to remember, and the thing so easily forgotten, was that he was not only of Shadow. He was the balance between two sides of an eternal conflict, a helper to those in need.

The woman smiled at him. “Your mask is so pretty! Where did you get it?”

“I . . .” he said, fighting to stay in character, a character he was making up on the spot. “A lovely present from a friend / makes me sparkle until the end.”

“The end?”

“Of life and life and life Return. In this cycle, until we learn.”

She nodded slowly. “That’s deep. What do we need to learn?”

He had no freaking idea what the hell he was talking about. Who gets their life lessons from jesters? He said, mentally counting syllables and doing his best to find rhymes, “Hidden secrets from those who die. Stolen by the Changed Reditai.”

The young woman tensed and looked around. She stepped up close and whispered, “Are you with the Resistance?”

Resistance? he thought, the word tumbling across the grooves and fissures of his brain. Weren’t those called gyri?

Focus. . . .

Was this a situation where he could plead the fifth? No. Maybe the Glomar defense: I can neither confirm nor deny my relation with the Resistance.

Instead, he merely held a finger up to the lips of his mask. The young woman nodded quickly, eyes going wide.

“Do you mind if I cut in line?” Dhane asked. “I’m in a hurry; is that fine?”

“Yes, of course, please,” she said, motioning to the spot in front of her. “Anything I can do to help. And . . . there are many of us who feel the same.”

He stepped into the line and expected all the people behind the young woman to be annoyed. They weren’t. If they felt anything, it was relief to delay the inevitable.

The line shifted forward, and the meat-hating man stepped up to Challenger Terry.

“Character Sheet,” the challenger said, holding out his hand.

Oh, yes . . . that was a rather colossal crinkle in an otherwise ingenious plan. Challenger Terry knew Dhane’s name, his class, and might even have an inkling concerning his stats.

He summoned his Character Sheet. It formed into the metal plate, letters and numbers stamped into the surface. All he could think about was how very much he didn’t want his name to be Dhane.

And . . . somehow, it wasn’t.

He stared at the plate, horror washing down his spine as if he had just completed the Ice Bucket Challenge. In place of Dhane—which, come to think of it, could at least be explained—his name now read King of Shadows.

Shit shit shit!

He rubbed at the letters as if doing so would smudge the metal, erase what really shouldn’t be there in the first place.

“Next!” Challenger Terry called.

The old man had already finished and was now carrying a blue marker down a vacant boardwalk to the western waypoint.

“Umm,” Dhane said because what the hell else could he do? He whipped around to the young woman and whispered, “Actually, I’m not ready yet. I think I need a cigarette.”

Challenger Terry huffed. “Stop wasting everyone’s time. You, in the mask, get over here!”

A female guard wielding a black onyx spear with swirls of white stepped forward and slammed the bottom of the spear against the wooden platform.

Dhane swallowed hard. His back tensed, shoulders pinched, and his heart was doing what it usually did but with an enthusiastic, eager beaver’s attitude.

He nodded and stepped forward, fingers clasping the Character Sheet as if it were his last lifeline, probably because it was his last lifeline.

Challenger Terry tore the Character Sheet free, and at that moment—an eternity between microseconds—Dhane’s brain went into overdrive.

Agnes had explained it. The sheet was linked to his soul. But he hadn’t realized it was active, a living record, at least until the mana ran out.

The only reason why his name would change was because he saw himself more as the King of Shadows than as Dhane. Naturally, this was in response to the whole town of Glimmerpond that would soon be hunting their great and terrible villain, which just so happened to be intrinsically linked to him.

It was a matter of intent.

Everything, apparently, was a matter of intent.

And so, he simply had to change his intent and focus on who he wanted to be at that precise moment.

Challenger Terry glared at the sheet of metal, stroking his thick blond beard. He grunted, cocked his head, then clasped a heavy hand down on Dhane’s shoulder, face still contorted in an ugly scowl.

Dhane stiffened. His breath caught in his throat. The tracing touch of his mind was a fraction of a second away from equipping his weapons.

“King . . . Dhanelle?” Challenger Terry asked, one eyebrow raised. “That’s your name?” he scoffed.

That was a whole lot better than the alternative.

Dhane nodded.

“Take off your mask.” It wasn’t a request. There was no Please, no Thank you. It was a demand, one that Dhane wouldn’t comply with.

He wanted to provide a good excuse. Archssassins never remove their mask. This is the way. But the words wouldn’t form for reasons of fear and anger and uncertainty.

One wrong move, one wrong word, and that puff of glittery hope that he’d actually get through this and back to his village would blow away.

He shook his head, standing his ground.

“Take it off, or I’ll break it off,” Challenger Terry said with a snarl. He was teetering on the edge of insanity. His eyes belonged to a budding madman ready to bloom.

This wasn’t going to end well. . . .

Dhane’s options flashed through his mind. To attack would give himself away. To run would give himself away. To stand his ground and look Challenger Terry in the eye one final time before being dragged back to the priests of Light?

Well, that would give himself away as well. But maybe it would be a surprise, a surprise he could use to gain an advantage.

The gates were shut, and while that had been a problem for kitty-Dhane, it wouldn’t be a problem for Octoralis. In truth, it might even be better as it would slow the pursuit of the guards.

He conveyed his evolving plan to Octoralis, straightened, affixed his best glare, and mentally unequipped his mask.

The white and pink resin dissolved into wisps of smoke, leaving nothing between him and the challenger.

Round Two, Fight!


Chapter
Twenty-One



Dhane regretted one thing.

Okay, fine . . . that was a lie. He regretted many things. He also wondered how someone could be both so lucky and unlucky.

Was there a Luck stat no one deigned to explain? Were the gods rolling weighted dice? Maybe this world was an alien zoo, and they were bashing the Add Drama button. Or could it be that humans were the batteries for artificial intelligence?

There is no spoon. . . .

But that was neither here nor there. His one main regret, frozen in moments before what would surely lead to his cruel end, was not choosing his last skill point.

There was no doubt that every little bit would help. While he most definitely disagreed with the Mother of Shadows’s skill choice—Spider Armor—another point to Intelligence would help Octoralis and raise his mana cap.

If it was a decision between life and death, he could handle a few spiders . . . right? The Mother of Shadows was a divinity of the world. She knew what she was talking about.

And so, while Challenger Terry’s eyes started to widen in slow motion, Dhane mentally navigated to the Character app’s skills subsection, selected Spider Armor, and tapped Accept.

He immediately understood how to use the skill. It was like the dormant knowledge at the back of his mind, just waiting for the right triggering thought to unleash itself.

But to activate it now would be more detrimental than helpful. The skill would reserve 40 of his now 115 mana, leaving him with 75/75. That, and acquiring spiders took time.

No, the main benefit was a level 13 Octoralis, now with 195 health and the ability to do 78 damage in a single attack.

Challenger Terry yanked his hand back, seemingly so he could draw his molten-edged sword and do a bit of artistic carving.

His face reddened. His ears reddened. His nostrils flared. And he blinked twice before shouting, “You’re a woman!”

That . . . wasn’t the expected reaction. It was also not entirely clear what he meant. Was he surprised that the person known as King Dhanelle was a woman, or was he surprised that the King of Shadows was actually—or at least, currently—the Queen of Shadows?

This could be Dhane’s one and only chance to slap the challenger’s surprised face and dive over the gate with Octoralis, Free Willy style.

Or . . .

Why did there always have to be an Or?

If he could talk his way into getting a marker, the waypoint would be his door to freedom, and nobody would be the wiser.

Go peacefully? Or be hunted every step of the way back to the village, hoping against hope that no one could track him?

Such questions came with obvious answers. Obvious, stupid, no-good answers that ruined his plans and made him stand there with a pit of anxiety in his stomach.

He maintained his glare and nodded sharply, holding Octoralis back from enacting their great escape. She was as disappointed as he was. Oh, how they were so alike.

“I’m—” Challenger Terry started and stopped, then stumbled over his words. “I’m so sorry, miss . . . King, king?”

“A woman can be a king,” Dhane said, leaning into his girlish persona.

“Of course, of course! I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. You’re just not what I expected. But somehow . . . you do look familiar. Have we met before?

“Oh my God, that wasn’t a pickup line. I promise. But I’m sure I would have remembered a woman such as . . . you.” He looked away and brushed his fingers through his hair. “This is embarrassing.”

Dhane eased off the glare and channeled Reditus Kora. What would this overly flirtatious girl do? He reached out and brushed his fingers along Challenger Terry’s hand.

“Not at all,” Dhane said with a shy smile. “I did live in Ceratree City for a time. I recall seeing you there.”

“Well, mystery solved! I wish you would have said hello. My work keeps me busy. I just don’t have time to seek out . . . to talk to— Socialize! That’s the word.”

Dhane nodded slowly, not entirely sure what else he was supposed to say. Normally, this wasn’t his area of expertise, and somehow—in the cosmic aligning of improbabilities—he was batting for the other team with the one person who probably hated the real him the most.

An awkward silence settled around them. The people in line were watching the exchange as if they had tuned in to the most fascinating channel of reality TV: The Bachelor in Heaven.

“Well,” Challenger Terry said with a soft chuckle, “we really shouldn’t hold up the others.” He looked over the Character Sheet again. “Archssassin? I can’t say we get many assassins. Is this a subclass?”

“It is,” Dhane said, then he decided to flex his vocabulary muscles to sell the idea. “Arch is the prefix for chief or principal. It’s awarded to the best assassin in the guild.”

“You’re in a guild? Strange. . . . Your Character Sheet doesn’t list your guild. But I see your experience and level don’t line up, either. What level are you?”

“Fifteen. . .?”

Challenger Terry nodded. “Hmm. That’s a bit low for a squad leader.”

“I can take care of myself,” Dhane said, thinking about how he absolutely had to be the party leader to hide his class. But . . . duh, it didn’t matter since he wasn’t sticking around anyway.

“Right! I believe you. And I suppose that settles it in the end.” He pulled out a blue marker and handed it over. “Just take that to the western waypoint, and they’ll take care of you.”

“I will. Thanks.” Dhane accepted the marker and his Character Sheet back. “You’ve been so very helpful,” he said, walking his fingertips along Challenger Terry’s bicep. “Maybe I’ll see you around?”

Challenger Terry made a huuh sound. It was a cross between an affirmative grunt and a hum. He then turned—ears going red—toward the line and called, “Next!”

Dhane left with a bounce in his step. That whole exchange gave him the tingles, the wrong sort of tingles. It felt like at any second, his charm over the challenger would shatter, and the man would—

“Stop!” Challenger Terry called.

Dhane kept walking, swaying his hips as girls were oft to do. Then again, girls had a lifetime to master the technique, and he wasn’t entirely sure what he was doing, thrusting his hips left and right.

The man caught up and summoned an old Windows phone. It materialized, and the screen filled with blue squares. “Can I get your number?”

“Oh . . . of course,” Dhane said. He summoned his phone and tapped it to the challenger’s phone. “You’ll call?” he asked because it seemed like the correct thing to say.

“Yes. Very much, yes.” Then the challenger turned and hurried back to his responsibilities. Was that a skip in his step?

Oh, shit bacon. . . . Dhane didn’t know how to feel about this. Did he laugh at the poor man or feel bad about the whole thing?

The protests started to wane, to quiet, to hush. Their angry words were replaced by whispers. Startled eyes looked about, looking at everything yet lost to what they were looking for.

Carried upon the soft emanations of fear were the words King of Shadows and, more notably, said in shrill disbelief, Here?

Okay . . . that was definitely his cue to leave. Sayonara. Adios. Auf wiedersehen! Goodbye, Glimmerpond, and may he never have to return.

Dhane walked, then skipped, then jogged, and by the time he made it to the western waypoint, holding his blue marker, he was at a full-out sprint.

“Hello!” he called to two priests of Light, actual—or not?—priests, with their cold eyes of silver and gold. Unlike Reditus Kora and Reditus Fabian, their hair was as white as their robes.

They were both men, both white, one in his thirties, the other a good century older, old enough for his eyebrows to become unruly and take on their own sort of personality.

The priests didn’t appear unfriendly, but the mere sense of them was ice. Their smiles were ice. Their will to know him was like Winter’s touch on his soul.

He very much wanted to run back to the panicking mob and enjoy a bit of lynching or whatever fun event they had in mind. But now wasn’t the time to throw away his good fortune on a momentary lack of bravery.

So despite his quivering soul—really, how did people trust these . . . entities when their very presence felt so unnerving?—he projected his affinity of Light, following the Sisters of Death.

What he didn’t do was request their affinity in turn. Whether or not it was proper, he didn’t want to seek the depths of their void, their emptiness.

“Welcome,” the old priest said. “I see you have a blue marker. Wonderful!”

“Yes. I’m so excited to serve,” Dhane said with an abundance of fake enthusiasm. “You do your thing and send me where I can do the most good.”

“That is a very good attitude to have. You will still need to be tested, but either way, your service will contribute to our victory, I am certain. Now! Please stand on the waypoint.”

Dhane walked to the center of the stone waypoint. Red energy flowed through the sigils. It made a crackling sound that wasn’t entirely how he had remembered it working before.

But that wasn’t the only thing that grabbed his attention. The boardwalk down to where the people had been protesting was no longer mostly vacant. Those people, en masse, were now heading his way.

“I’m ready,” he said, failing to hide the tension in his voice. He was so freaking close! A single button press, and he’d be free.

Octoralis soothed the tension, promising that she was also ready. The moment he made it to the other side, they would race to the nearest waypoint far from the city, one that wasn’t locked.

The priest nodded, almost in slow motion like he was about to nod off to sleep. He began to draw a red triggering symbol in the air.

The younger priest noticed the approaching crowd. His forehead furrowed, and he said, “What is going—”

A rush of warm energy surged through Dhane. Golden light, tinged with electric red, filled him. Then everything . . . burned. Pain. Fiery pain engulfed every fiber of his being.


Chapter
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In sweeping colors, the world changed. Dhane sucked in a breath and stumbled forward, the transfer from Point A to Point Hell complete.

Flakes of what appeared to be ash sifted up through his armor, armor that had been completely untouched by the attack. But he couldn’t say the same for his health, which had dropped to 62/110.

A storm of thoughts cycled through his mind, all wanting his immediate attention. The first and most prominent thought was that this wasn’t Ceratree City, at least not the normal waypoints beyond the walls.

No . . . it’s the arena. . . .

With that thought properly caught and set to the side, the second most prominent thought was one of immediate alarm. Somehow, they knew who he was.

This is a trap!

They sent him back to the blasted arena where he could be captured and killed and whatever else they had planned. There were guards, adventurers, and priests everywhere.

Octoralis soothed away his spike of panic. She was ready—perhaps even eager—to fight at a moment’s notice, but every strategy needed information, and information took time.

Someone grabbed him from behind.

Instinctually, he triggered Shadow Shift, which took one second to activate. In that tiny span of time, he slammed an elbow into the attacker’s stomach, twisted out of their hold, and spun to face them.

The rush of smoke shot through him, hot and acrid as always. The moment he reappeared, he already had Stinging Metal equipped in one hand and a Cobalin sword in the other. His thoughts brushed across the triggering lines of Exploding Spider but stopped.

The one who had grabbed him was a guy in his early twenties. He had skin the color of sand, covered in freckles. Long brown hair stuck out from under a green beanie with a Minecraft creeper’s face on it.

He held nothing other than a red crystal, had no armor, and openly stared, one hand rubbing his stomach. “Freaking A, lady! I’m just trying to help.”

Dhane stared at the guy as vibration lines traced everything out and around. There were plenty of people, but none of them seemed overly tense, nor were they pointing sharp objects at him.

The more he considered it, the more it appeared that this might not be a trap after all. Or if it was, it was a rather terrible one.

The red crystal in the guy’s hand pulsed. The flakes of ash—still hanging in the air—were being drawn to it, merging with it, sending swirls of vibration lines within.

Dhane pointed his dagger at the red crystal. He said, voice barely above a whisper, “What is that?”

“This?” the guy asked, tossing the crystal from one hand to the other. He sighed regrettably and shook his head. “I’d tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

Dhane triggered Venom Bite, and violet energy slid down ¤ Stinging Metal, glowing ever so slightly.

The guy’s eyes widened. “Whoa! Hey hey hey, I’m just joking. Jokes, that’s all. Just me trying to be mister funny pants when I’m clearly nothing of the sort.”

Dhane glared.

“Ahh! It’s, umm, a blood crystal.” And when that didn’t ease Dhane’s glare, the guy added, “Blood magic, you know? It’s not the most efficient stuff to work with, so we’re storing whatever we can to make the waypoint easier for people.

“I mean, most people collapse when they come through. That’s why I grabbed you, not that I wanted to get frisky or anything,” he said, turning slightly red. “But you obviously don’t need help.”

A bit of locked-away knowledge explained how blood magic used health instead of mana to power skills or symbols. Some people were better attuned to it than others, so it didn’t feel like setting themselves on fire.

Oi. . . . Leave it up to the priests of Light to turn what had been a rather enjoyable experience into a terrible one. Then again, the priests who had burned their souls away didn’t have mana. Perhaps this was their only option.

“Come on, take a seat,” the guy said, motioning toward a wooden bench. “Relax. Get your health back up. And please put those weapons away; I swear, I’m not your enemy.”

Feeling reasonably safe, Dhane dismissed his weapons. He considered the bench and found he was in no mood to sit. He wanted to remain on his feet, remain agile in case this whole exchange was a charade to get him to drop his guard.

The arena was nothing like two days ago when the people assembled to watch him die. Most of it was cast in shadow by long stretches of tan fabric attached to the inner walls that circled the arena proper.

Tables, booths, and benches were teeming with people of all gear qualities and from all divinities. Some of them practiced against dummies, firing off flashes of color that swirled or sliced or slammed into their targets, releasing little blue numbers to float skyward.

And at the center of the arena, unprotected from the sun and pulling the most interest from all those around, was the main attraction: the test.

Six different duels. Twelve adventurers were fighting with everything they had, no holds barred, all dressed in teal clothing.

The nearest duel was between two men. One was throwing spears of fire, and the other controlled swooping lines of ink that hardened into black daggers before launching across the sand.

The two were very good at dodging attacks, attacks that slammed into an invisible barrier around the duel, producing ripples of vibration.

“You’ll get your chance,” the guy said, stepping up to Dhane’s side. “So . . . hey, I’m Oliver, by the way. I think we got off to a crappy start, yeah? I’m normally much better at my job. I swear it. You have a name. . .?”

Dhane sighed, realizing two things. It wasn’t over, this whole escape plan of his. Nope. He had just jumped through all the hoops and landed smack dab at the start again.

That, and he still looked like a girl wearing Du Dolly’s favorite color—purple—and a halo braid. What made the whole thing worse was how he couldn’t undo it. This was now his disguise.

<Pretty disguise, Daddy!>

Yes, yes. . . .

He finally said, staying in character, “Dhanelle,” and hated how stupid the name sounded. If he had known his little name would stick to him for a while, he would have come up with something better like Daenerys, Katniss, or Alice, something that ended in an es sound.

Regrettably, he was stuck with Dhanelle.

This whole bit of mental anguish was nearly enough to distract him from something quite pleasant. The air had the scent of hot sand, leather, and food. Lots and lots of food across the way.

There was meat, bread, fruit, steamed vegetables, seasonings of every scent, and tables covered in cakes, doughnuts, cookies, and brownies.

Dhane’s stomach was a pit of despair, an abused organ that never got enough. It grumbled its demands—food, food, look, there’s food!—and he swallowed the buildup of saliva.

“Ha! Hungry?” Oliver asked.

“You have no idea,” Dhane said, then produced his best, sheepish smile. “I’m sorry I hit you and . . . threatened to cut you into little pieces.”

Oliver laughed and pounded his chest with a fist. “I’m a lot tougher than I look. I swear it!” He then noticed someone who had walked over to the waypoint. “Ahh. Perfect timing!”

“Ugh, Oli. . . .” a young woman said. “This is the most boring job I’ve ever had.”

Dhane turned to find . . . Bexley? sitting at a table, her back arched onto the tabletop, revealing her midriff.

She was the first person Dhane had seen in Olindale—cute heart-shaped face with curly brunette hair—and the first person who had wanted to kill him.

He immediately snapped back around, pretending—though it wasn’t hard—to be very interested in the food tables.

Guys may not be overly perceptive—or maybe that was just Challenger Terry—but a woman? They knew seven hundred shades of pink and had a name for every one of them.

Oliver placed the blood crystal on the table and said, “I won’t be gone forever. You should read that book I lent you.”

“Reading is boring.”

“Only because you’re not reading the right books. This one is awesome.”

She gave him an unamused look. “War and Peace is boring. Don’t you have anything else that’s not over a thousand pages?”

Oliver sucked in a shocked breath. “It’s the best! It has romance and action and history and serious character development. You’ll be crying by the end of it.”

Bexley knocked the back of her head against the table. “Fine. I’ll give it another go. . . .”

“Perfect! You’ll love it. I swear it!” He turned, marched up to Dhane, and said with great flourish, “Right this way, miss. I will be your temporary guide to our leadership training summit.”

Dhane followed Oliver, keeping his back to Bexley, who had summoned a rather large book. It materialized above her and slammed into her chest, knocking the wind out of her.

“Seeing as you’re hungry,” Oliver said, “we’ll head over there first. But I’d be remiss in my responsibilities to not explain things as we walk. So! On your right are the active competitions for rank.

“There are going to be duels all day long. If you can, and if you’re ready, you should sign up for an early slot. Those who do not complete their matches—or lose both of their matches—are demoted.”

“What happens if you’re demoted?” Dhane asked, mentally doing his best to maintain the higher pitch in his voice.

Oliver grimaced, leaned in, and whispered, “You get taken down below, chained up, and whipped for a week.”

“What!”

He laughed. “No, no, nothing so terrible. If you get demoted, you just lose out on being a leader. Lower ranks don’t pay as much, and you have to take orders.

“If I’m lucky, that’s what I’ll be doing since I’m not an adventurer. I get paid for my assignment here, then I have to go down to the Hall of Guilds for the Choosing, where the leaders walk through and pick their three subordinates.

“I’m not sure why anyone would pick me. I don’t even have my mount yet. But it’s a lot like jury duty; you’ve got to at least show up. If you’re not picked, then you’re not drafted.”

“And you want to be drafted?”

“Wholly fully, I do! I mean, I’d be pretty darn worthless in a fight, but if I get picked, that’s not my problem. I’d make three times as much as being a barista at the Creeper Reaper Café.” He pointed to his beanie. “My boss made me wear this.”

They walked around a group of practicing amazons. They were using their spears to swipe the legs out from each other in turn.

“Faster!” an Asian woman with long green hair yelled. “You’re not fighting mobs. You do that out there, you’ll lose your spear. Go again!”

“Ahh!” Oliver said, thrusting a finger ahead of him in an apparent sudden remembrance of an important something.

Unfortunately, this important something came at the precise time an amazon warrior crossed in front of him. His eureka thrust of a sharp finger jabbed the woman’s breast hard enough to draw a -1 in red.

She whipped around so fast, she blurred. She had deep brown skin, an athletic body, and black hair that was tightly braided, forming two tails that hung just below her shoulders.

She angled green eyes at Oliver while he made a dry, sucking sound as if he was undergoing an asthma attack while turning nearly as red as the damage number.

“Dhane?” Aaliyah asked, eyebrows raised, her booby assault clearly forgotten.

Shit. . . .

“I am so- so- sooo sorry,” Oliver said. “I’d never touch your breasts on purpose. I swear it. Not that you have bad-looking breasts, they’re great actually, perfect even. I just—”

“Oliver,” Dhane said.

The young man slapped his lips together, trying to offer an apologetic smile instead of butchering it with words.

“What are you doing here?” Aaliyah asked, her voice strained. She looked both terrified and confused.

Dhane waved a dismissive hand, “Oh, you know me: getting into trouble, running for my life, trying to not die . . . same ol’ same ol’.”

“Ahh!” Oliver said. “You two know each other. Do . . . you need a moment? I need a moment. Let’s take a moment, yeah?” He walked to a table, sat down, and buried his face in his hands.

Aaliyah grabbed Dhane’s arm and marched him over to a secluded section before turning. “You can’t be here,” she said in a hushed voice. “That supposed to be a disguise? It’s shit, you hear? Shit.”

“It’s not that bad.”

“They are gonna string you up by your toes and beat you with flaming sticks. You want that?”

“Do I look insane?”

“Yes.”

Dhane rolled his eyes and sighed. “I’m just trying to get back to my village.”

“The village everyone is gonna destroy?”

“Sounds about right. . . .”

Aaliyah sucked in a breath and started pacing. After a moment or two, she turned with her finger out, “Ain’t never ratted on you.”

“I . . . didn’t think you did.”

“Whatevs. Just wanted you to know. I’m not like . . . Devron,” she said his name with a mixture of loathing and misery, then shook her head. “Wouldn’t do that to a friend.”

He grimaced. This was partly his fault since he told Aaliyah what Devron had done. In Dhane’s defense, though, he didn’t lie. He just didn’t know the whole truth of the matter.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Devs . . . with me.”

“Here? Ain’t dressed up as a girl, is he?” She looked across the tentpoles. “I wanna see that.”

“No, he’s helping me with the village.”

“But he’s a backstabbing bitch.”

“An accidental backstabbing bitch. Aaliyah, he didn’t know what was happening. He’s probably the only reason I escaped.”

“Call him,” she said. Her face was set with grim determination as if she didn’t want to know the truth, didn’t want to let go of her hate.

Dhane didn’t have any reason to not call other than someone maybe overhearing the conversation. He focused on the vibration lines around them and expanded his awareness.

Most people weren’t near the walls. They were crowding the edges of the tents toward the middle, watching the duels. One couple was making out in the next section over, but besides them, they were alone.

He summoned his phone and navigated his few contacts, one of which was new, showing as Challenger Terry.

Aaliyah raised an eyebrow but then said, “Video call. I wanna watch him squirm.”

“Okay. . . .” Dhane initiated a video call. The phone rang four times before the screen changed, filling with the blur of pink crystals, the camera shifting up and down, and then Devron’s face appeared.

“Bah! Where the hell are ya, man? I’ve left you dozens of messages, and you’ve been radio silent. Is that makeup you got on?”

Dhane started to explain, but Devron flashed his palm to the screen and said, “Ain’t done yet. When were you gonna tell me about these crystals? Hmm? And what the hell is that!”

Devron turned the camera to where King Gigeneepa stood, guarding the door, one eyestalk looking into the room.

“That’s—”

“Still ain’t done,” Devron said, now aiming the camera at the three luminescent crystals. “Lemme make a wild guess here. This is where our mana is comin’ from, ain’t it?”

“Yes, they are—”

“I ain’t—“

Aaliyah stepped into the video frame. She didn’t have to say a word. Her piercing gaze was enough to silence the guy for a long moment.

“Aali?” he finally asked.

“Dev,” she said.

“I-I can explain! I’ve been tryin’ to explain, but you blocked my number.”

“Man, you saying this is my fault?”

“We don’t gotta point fingers or anythin’. But . . . Dammit, I’ve got more important things to discuss right now. Call me later?”

Aaliyah crossed her arms and looked away, then she nodded. “Whatevs.”

“Dhanelle!” Oliver called.

“We’ve got to go,” Dhane said.

“No no no no, don’t hang up just yet. You gotta know what’s happenin’, man. These crystals are meltin’. The field is shrinkin’.”

“Shit! Since when?”

“Ya think I know? Probably since the start. Just know that every hour, we lose a few inches. Kuby figured it out.”

“Dhanelle?” Oliver asked from behind.

Dhane turned and smiled, then, using his girly voice, said to Dev, “Thanks, mom. Make sure you feed my crab.”

“Are you shittin’—”

Dhane ended the call, feeling a tinge of guilt. He wasn’t there to pay King Gigeneepa with mana, and Devron was now doing everything. “Sorry about that, Oliver. I just needed to check in on things back at home.”

“You have a mother?”

“No, silly! Well, not biological, but we’ve made ourselves a little family.”

Aaliyah stepped up to Oliver and jabbed a finger into his chest. “You got one free pass, little guy, only because you’re helping my girlfriend here. But the next time you touch my breasts, I’mma make a pancake out of your soul dust, you hear?”

Oliver straightened; his eyes bulged. “Yes, ma’am!”

She turned to leave, but Dhane called for her to wait. He said while holding his phone out, “Give me your number, you spaz. You can’t complain that I don’t keep in touch when you don’t give anyone your number.”

Aaliyah sighed. “Whatevs,” she said, then playing along, added, “but you know how I feel about these soul-sucking gadgets.”

She summoned her phone and tapped Dhane’s. “See ya around, girl. And don’t you get into any more trouble.” Her eyes communicated that they’d be talking again soon, and then she left.

Dhane turned to Oliver. “So, what now?”
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Oliver’s tour continued.

There were practice dummies over there, divinity groups along the north wall, hands-on leadership training seminars, and a TED talk about the importance of emotionally connecting with your squad.

This all led to the captivating display of abundant mouthwatering foodstuffs. For every piece Dhane picked for his overly stuffed plate, he mentally shifted two items into his inventory.

All the tables were full of people laughing and telling stories about their duels or what crazy fight they had just watched.

Apparently, those who wore teal clothing were active contestants waiting to be matched. Those in their normal armor had either completed their matches or hadn’t started.

The duels didn’t allow for any normal gear: no armor, weapons, rings, source, or artifact. Contestants received special weapons of their choice and a blood crystal.

Those who had failed their matches were escorted below the arena. And those who had gained rank—a metallic badge revealing First, Second, or Third—were allowed to stay and coach others, bet on the duels, or just enjoy the food.

Dhane devoured everything put in front of him. Not only was it plentiful, it was delicious and free, which, as anyone knew, made it taste all the better.

He swallowed a bit of seasoned Sumilian steak, then said to Oliver, who had his own plate of food, “This is quite the tour. Do you always make yourself a dish with each person you take through?”

Oliver kept glancing at a cute girl, two empty seats to his right. She had red hair pulled up into a ponytail, a copious amount of freckles, and teal clothes.

What Oliver didn’t know was that whenever he wasn’t glancing at her, she was glancing at him. Dhane didn’t want to spoil their dangerous bout of eye-flirting, so he said nothing.

Oliver considered his plate and laughed. “Sure, if I want to be as round as that guy,” he said and pointed to an Asian man that looked like he had been a sumo wrestler in his previous life.

“And . . .” Oliver said, glancing at the girl again, “there’s actually no official tour. But I kind of botched your welcome, and it was time for my break anyway.”

“Oh. You didn’t have to do that.”

Oliver shrugged and plopped a deviled egg into his mouth. “It’s nice,” he said, one cheek bulging, “to have someone to eat with. All of my friends are down in the Hall of Guilds.”

“Hey,” Dhane said, remembering Oliver’s eureka moment. “What were you going to say back there?”

“Hmm?”

“You know, back before you tried to pop my friend’s booby boob.”

Oliver immediately started to change color. “Ahh! Don’t remind me. I’m a decent guy—I swear it—and that was so entirely not what I had planned to do.”

“Nah, I get it.”

“You do?” he asked, a bit of hope in his voice as if Dhane’s opinion of him really mattered.

“Sure. Nerves got the better of you.”

“They . . . did?” he asked and took a drink of his lemonade.

Dhane sighed and nodded knowingly. “You jumped the gun. It happens to everyone. You wanted the soft squishy-squish and gave it too much power.”

Lemonade sprayed out of Oliver like a bursting water pipe. It would have been funny, but the kid had the decency to turn his head, giving his ephemeral lady of affection a sweet and slightly acidic shower.

She jerked and froze, staring wide-eyed at Oliver, who was staring wide-eyed at her. Neither seemed to have any words for the other.

Dhane, having contributed to the situation and feeling a bit guilty, said, “And now, kiss.”

This broke the spell between the two, and the little lady in teal giggled. She waved her fingers in the air, and the spray of lemonade pulled away from her skin and dripping nose. It gathered into a blob of liquid that quickly arched back into Oliver’s cup.

“Oh!” she said. “I shouldn’t have put that back in yer cup. I’m sorry!”

“You’re sorry?” Oliver asked, laughing. “I’m the one who spit lemonade all over you. I’m sorry. I’m having a terrible day of accidents.”

“We all have em. I’m Deirdre,” she said, smiling and holding her hand out. Before Oliver could say anything, she jerked and summoned her phone. “Oh, feck! It’s me turn.”

She pushed out from the table’s bench, turned, and took two steps away before stopping. She looked back at Oliver, a bit of uncertainty on her face before she marched up to him and held her phone out.

“I want yer number,” she said. “If that be alright?”

Oliver, so very surprised by the turn of events, summoned his phone and proceeded to drop and catch it until he grabbed it with two hands and bumped it into Deirdre’s.

She laughed, cheeks glowing rosy red. Then, lest she be late for her duel, she gave her farewell and ran toward the dueling squares.

“Well,” Dhane said, “that’s one way to break the ice.”

Oliver watched her run. He whispered, “I think she’s the one. . . .”

Dhane clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Smitten.” But he understood. He had felt that way with Penny. Sometimes, it only took the briefest of moments to feel that connection with someone.

Oliver turned back and grinned. “I am! It’s a good day in heaven. I mean, we’re at war with some terrible evil that wants to destroy us, but besides that, it’s pretty good, I think.”

Dhane, having eaten his fill, deposited the rest of his plate of food into his inventory. “You know, curiosity is killing me.”

“It is?”

“Isn’t there something you’re forgetting. . .?”

Oliver bunched up his forehead in thought, then thrust out his finger as he had done before. Unfortunately . . . there was nothing unfortunate between him and the end of his dangerous poker.

“Ahh!” he said. “But now it has been hyped so much, I doubt it’ll be all that interesting, just worth knowing, I suppose.”

Dhane nodded and said, “I’ve lowered my expectations.”

“One of the benefits of being a leader is tonight’s masquerade party being thrown by the Royals. Just imagine your first day in the palace and all the heavenly food we were served, but better! Or so I’ve been told.

“The Royals don’t do anything monobuttockular. So this is kind of a rare opportunity to step into their world for an evening. I’m super jealous. Maybe I should have been out there killing monsters and not serving coffee and sandwiches.”

“It’s just a party?” Dhane asked. He was never one for parties or social gatherings with lots of unknown people. He could pretend to be social—apparently, he could pretend to be many things he wasn’t; yay for D&D roleplaying—but it was draining.

“By the Royals, didn’t you hear me? Everyone that’s anyone will be there, dressed in the finest society has to offer.

“Let me put it this way, I’ve been dead for just over six years, and this is the first time something like this has happened. They have their parties, but unless you’re the best darn adventurer, you’re not getting an invite.”

Dhane tried to appear impressed and interested and everything else a normal person would be for such an opportunity.

Oliver frowned. “You really don’t like parties, do you?”

“I’d rather have a quiet night in, curled up with a good book.”

“Well,” Oliver said, looking side to side before continuing, “there’s a rumor that might interest you. But don’t go spreading it around, or you—”

“Like what you’re doing?” Dhane asked with a girlish laugh that sounded a bit too high-pitched and fake.

“Fine, I won’t tell you then.”

“Oh, please?”

Oliver leaned across the table and whispered. “The Veritai will be there. They never attend parties.”

Dhane waited for Oliver to elaborate, and when he didn’t, said, “That’s it?”

“It’s a big deal!”

“How so?”

“If they aren’t there for the party, then it’s for something else, right? Something that they don’t want everyone to know since they could just as easily announce it tomorrow at the war meet.”

Great. The Veritai had a secret up their sleeve, something that would directly help them in this war that was already entirely one-sided.

“My friends,” Oliver said, “think they’ve invented something that will end the war before it even starts. Maybe something that will eradicate those of Shadow, like a Death Star.”

“Really?”

“Who knows! They have a lot of resources. Why not build some massive cannon that could blow up a town? But whatever it is, it has to be controversial, right? Otherwise, they wouldn’t be so hush-hush about it.

“Anyway, don’t talk about it openly. The Veritai are very secretive. If they don’t want the general populace to know, there’s no telling what they’ll do.”

Dhane nodded, feeling an acute sense of apprehension. It looked like his Operation Escape had just changed to one of infiltration.

Shit. Damn. Fuck. And all the other bad words.


Chapter
Twenty-Three



Oliver, after exchanging contact information with Dhane, rushed off to see Deirdre’s duel before returning to work.

This left one particular King of Shadows alone with his thoughts. And so he thought and thought and thought some more until a solution started to coagulate into . . . something.

Dhane wouldn’t be Dhane if he didn’t play in the realm of impossible, dangerous odds. But—come on!—there always came a point in everyone’s life where you either stepped up or ran and waited to be annihilated.

That was common, right?

This was what he knew . . .

He could run, certainly. That was always an option, to hop onto Octoralis’s back and scale the high stone walls to freedom. They may track him, they may chase him, but could they follow him to Ceratree’s west biome—the Caelta Forest—and to the tops of its giant trees?

No. If they had such tracking capabilities, they would already know where he was. So he could run, escape, and return to his village that was in great need of his attention right now, what with their mana source slowly depleting and the Army of Light soon to be on their figurative doorstep.

But then, he would never know what it was the priests of Light—and their Shadow hunting Veritai sect—were planning to do, at least, not until it was too late.

Either choice was a gamble. Either choice led to unknown risks and potentially terrible consequences. Nonetheless, in every strategy game he played, from Age of Empires to StarCraft, information was always vital.

Different units had different counters. Scouting, positioning, and area control drastically changed unit efficiencies. And knowing when and where to attack could easily spell the difference between victory and defeat.

Those that turtled in their bases, cut from the flow of information, always lost in the end. Such tactics led to a slow game, one of attrition, the enemy trapped with no hope of survival.

Hiding didn’t work for the original Dedu Tedu. Hiding could only buy time. What Dhane really needed was an army, a willingness to fight, and the information to make sound, strategic choices.

As such, his decision wasn’t a difficult decision to make. He would stay. He would compete for leadership rank. And he would go to the masquerade party to learn what his tiny village was up against so that they could prepare.

An hour later—after sneaking through the food line three more times; it’s free food, and he had mouths to feed—Dhane stepped into one of the squared-off sections of booths used for rank registration, the center of which had rows of chairs, half full of adventurers.

“Take a number,” an ancient woman croaked, all skeleton, pale skin, and crinkly white hair. She must have died in a hospice playing Candy Crush.

She turned her pastel blue eyes—eyes that had, very much, sunk into her skull—toward him and glared. Her thin brows pulled together. She said, again, somehow less friendly than the first time, “Take a number.”

Dhane pulled on a strip of paper from a wooden ticket dispenser. He was number 336, written—not typed—in black ink.

The ancient woman motioned to the chairs where the other adventurers waited, chatting in whispers or tapping their phones.

Dhane took a side chair. No one cared enough to look up or exchange polite greetings. They all seemed to be in a funk, as if their life essences were being drained away.

There were six booths, each with a man or woman sitting on the other side, wearing modern clothes of dull color, each failing to provide the slightest hint of a smile.

An old Asian man walked—as slowly as anyone could possibly walk—up to a marquee sign, carrying a number 8. He pulled down a 7 and slid the 8 into place, then turned toward the adventurers and said, “Now serving . . . 318.”

One woman jumped from her chair and rushed to the only available booth, waving her number like a lottery ticket. She sat and summoned her phone, then waited for the worker to acknowledge her existence.

Dhane sighed. It was as if they went out of their way to create the worst experience for everyone, workers included.

The old Asian man crept past the booths to where the other numbers were kept in the adjacent corner for some reason. Ten thousand minutes later, he returned the number 7 and grabbed the number 9.

Apparently, Dhane was going to be here for a while. He could already feel his vitality draining into his seat as if it had soul-sucking sigils carved into the wood.

At the very least, being here was a great way to stay unnoticed. While most people didn’t know him as well as Aaliyah, walking around without a mask was a risk.

And yet . . . the Jester Mask with its bright white and pink colors—not to mention the many brass bells—just didn’t feel like it represented an assassin, and that was what he needed to convince everyone he was.

He opened the Crafting app, and instead of creating something new, he selected the Jester Mask. It appeared in three-dimensional space, rotating around its center, artificial light reflecting off its smooth polymer.

He could change it in any imaginable way: color, pattern, shape, and material. There were even options to give it a level, stats, improved durability, and skills, much like how ¤ Katsen Leather Armor had the polymorph skill.

Every meaningful change—changes that affected the aforementioned level, stats, and skills—required some type of special resource and an exorbitant System fee. It was as Du Dolly had said, They always get you in the end. He wasn’t wrong. But colors and patterns weren’t too bad.

Dhane removed the long stretches of curving fabric and the brass bells attached to their ends. He also shortened the mask to end at the tip of the nose. This greatly simplified the mask, making it even cheaper to change the color to midnight black, speckled with flecks of gold.

Since this was to double as his masquerade mask, it needed a bit more of a . . . wow factor. In times like this, what would Du Dolly do? The designer, no doubt, would say, Your mask isn’t for hiding, silly! It’s for standing out!

At a party as extravagant as the Royals would throw, to stand out was a way to hide. And so, Dhane selected an animated design of flowing, silver lines. They almost looked like thick strands of hair, gently moving in a soft breeze.

Everything was as he wanted. He tapped the Accept button to transmute the mask. It cost 7 silver and 6 copper, leaving him a grand total of 7 gold, 3 silver, and 7 copper.

A little animation played on the screen, revealing the changes from the old mask to the new one, and damn did he do fine work for a talentless hack.

With a mental flick, the mask shifted out from streams of smoke, already equipped. He pulled his hood up to complete the look, hiding his identity entirely.

The only remaining problem? He was still using the persona of a flirtatious Reditus Kora. He’d much rather be himself, less likely to break character that way. This thought led him to the Character app to remove his lipstick.

Should they take his mask, they’d still find Du Dolly’s work of art with eyeshadow, liner, and hair. Dhane could assume his girlish persona and simply explain that the archssassin was a master of disguise and diversion; it was all smoke and mirrors to keep his enemies confused.

Now, with that done, he looked up and found the Asian man halfway back toward the marquee sign, carrying the number 9.

Le sigh.

He was going to be here forever.
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Just under two hours later, the Asian man called lucky number 336. The man’s voice was nearly inaudible compared to the roaring audience of the closest duel.

The man drew his brows together, squinting at the ruffians that shouted and laughed and booed. He cleared his throat, waited for the people to quiet down again, then said, “Now serving 336!”

Dhane had pretended to sleep this whole time, watching the duels by their vibration lines, studying the best way to gain an advantage since his whole crazy scheme required him to win.

But given a choice between watching vibration lines and watching the duels in 4K, HDR, he’d enthusiastically accept the latter.

Dhane—much like that first woman who sprang to her feet, overjoyed at the prospect of escaping this squared-off piece of hell—quickly crossed the sand to the only available booth.

He sat across from an old white man with neatly combed gray hair and a square face. Was everyone here old? There was an indent on his nose from a lifetime of wearing glasses, glasses he didn’t appear to need anymore, but the indent remained all the same.

“Uhh . . . Hi! How are you?” Dhane asked, finally able to use his normal voice again.

The man blinked. Then . . . he . . . blinked. Then he blinked again before taking in a resigned breath. Was he so absolutely unaware of how long everyone had waited merely to get registered?

Dhane wanted to summon a spider between the man’s legs just to see if there was a spark of life left in the hollow husk that stared back, still failing to say anything.

Never mind, Dhane didn’t want to summon a spider. He simply had to. This was ridiculous! Did the Army of Light hire the dead for this damn job?

He triggered Exploding Spider, giving it strict instructions—otherwise known as his intent—to not explode.

Using the vibration lines beneath the booth to direct the skill, an infinitesimally itsy-bitsy spider materialized from smoke onto the man’s knee.

Then again . . . and come to think of it . . . whenever comparing anything to Octoralis, everything in the insect world would be considered infinitesimally itsy-bitsy.

Octoralis giggled.

Perhaps a spider of four inches was a rather big deal. In fact, he knew very well in his heart and mind and the shiver running down his spine that he most certainly wouldn’t want it crawling on him.

The spider, unconcerned with the ideas of its size—gargantuan or itsy-bitsy—walked forward with brainless bravery on the long trek toward Old Crotch.

The man’s eyebrows lifted in slow motion, then pulled together sharply. He shot backward with more vitality than he had likely experienced for a good century.

The chair on which he sat his wrinkly buttocks—its legs firmly stuck in the sand—couldn’t be bothered to slide one scooch-worth, choosing instead to topple backward.

This had the unfortunate effect of catapulting one massively itsy-bitsy and quite horrifying spider onto the man’s face.

Dhane grimaced.

In a reenactment of Home Alone, our stand in Marv Merchants opened his mouth and screamed a respectable, lively sound.

Alas, it just so happened that the spider, still brainlessly walking forward, dropped into the man’s mouth.

And . . . alas, again, no matter how strictly one imparts important instructions, should the spider be bitten—an unforeseen escalation of events to be sure—apparently, it explodes either way.

Good to know . . . good to know. . . .

What was also “good to know” was how an attack on someone’s mouth was considered a critical strike. So not only did the spider explode for its 34 damage, the critical strike made that 81.

The man, not being the adventurous sort and thus not one to have armor or levels or Vitality, turned to a silvery-white glow that flaked away toward the tan fabric above.

86xp of purple disks swirled into Dhane, a visual he was pretty sure no one else could see, just as no one else could see the hovering loot item of one silver pen with the label Ten Years of Exceptional Work on the side.

Dhane sat upright, his face quite warm and thankfully mostly hidden behind the ¤ Masquerade Mask. He always had to do the stupid thing, and stupid things had consequences.

Even so—and ignoring all the stares at his back from the other adventures waiting for their chance to escape—he reached out toward the booth and tapped the counter bell twice.

A middle-aged Latina woman of roly-poly proportions, featuring shoulder-length black hair, hurried over. She wasn’t one of the booth workers, evident by not being a dinosaur and actually capable of moving at a non-glacial pace.

Perhaps a manager?

She looked confused and concerned. “I heard a scream. What happened to Mr. Michael?”

“I . . .” Dhane said, stuck on trying to find a good excuse, something one would think he’d be better at by now. Grasping at straws, he said, keeping an abundance of doubt in his voice, “I think he committed suicide. . .?”

The woman rolled her eyes. “My God, that’s the third time this week!” She picked up the chair and pulled it out a measure before sitting.

“I’m Lucía,” she said. “I apologize for the unprofessional behavior of my colleague. I’m most happy to assist you today. Do you have your Character Sheet and Marker?”

Right to business. Nice. All it took was blowing someone up. No . . . that was “suicide” by arachno asphyxiation.

“I do,” Dhane said. He tapped the items on his phone and, once they were summoned, handed them over.

Lucía hummed as she parsed the Character Sheet, shaking her head. “My oh my, who was your Tester? Your stats are all sorts of inconsistent.”

“Oh,” Dhane said. He didn’t want to get Agnes into trouble since it definitely wasn’t her fault. “I didn’t catch . . . his name.”

“His, you say? Where did you come from?”

“Glimmerpond.”

“Then that would be Denis. I think this earns him his third strike. Real shame. I hear he was trying to turn things around, but some people just aren’t cut out to be Testers.”

Shit. . . .

“Well, no matter,” she continued. “Your experience puts you at level fifteen, but your stats put you at level eleven. We’ll just say the experience got messed up. It’s no biggie. At level eleven, you can compete for a Tier 3 rank. If you win both duels and want to move up a tier, you’re welcome to come back.”

Somehow, she managed to say that with a kind smile, utterly oblivious to the fact that anyone in their right mind would never want to return.

“Perfect,” he said. “Tier 3 sounds great.”

“Good good.” She tapped a small chest beneath the table, outlined by vibrations, and summoned a set of teal clothes, a blood crystal, and a pill.

“Quick rules,” she said. “You cannot use your gear in the test. We are testing your skills, not how good your items are, and, of course, we don’t want to damage any of them.

“Take this blood crystal in your hand, and I’ll link it to you. Good good. You’ll feel a little prickle, which tells you that it’s working.” She drew a triggering line in the air.

The crystal grew hot and vibrated slightly, the lines inside flowing up like an erupting volcano, sucking away a point of health every few seconds from his palm.

“You feel that?” she asked.

“I do.”

“Good good. You’ll need to hold onto it until that sensation goes away. If you don’t fill the blood crystal entirely with your essence, you’ll have less reported health during your duel.”

“What do you mean?”

“When you take damage in a blood crystal duel, you don’t lose health; the crystal does. You’ll still feel the pain, which is actually what this pill is for. Since we’re removing your armor, you can take this pill to help numb the pain.”

Huh. That was pretty considerate of them.

“Any other questions I can help you with?”

He shook his head.

“Okay, you’re all set, then! I have you as King Dhanelle for Tier 3. We’ll give you at least ten minutes to prepare and then put you into the raffle.”

Dhane stood and thanked Lucía. She apologized again for Mr. Michael’s terribly unprofessional behavior and gave him directions to where he could watch the duels while charging his crystal.

He stepped around the old Asian man making his way back to the marquee sign and returned the glare from the skeletal ticket master before stepping out into glorious freedom.


Chapter
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Front row seats? Score!

The section Lucía had directed Dhane to was a set of wooden bleachers at the far end of the duels where Tier 3 contestants fought for lackluster applause.

The opposite end of the arena—crowded with very loud people—was reserved for Tier 1 duels. Flashing colors of triggered abilities flowed in a complex dance between high-level adventurers.

Maybe, one of these days, he would be so cool to draw people’s enthusiasm, not because of trickery but because of true badassery. One day, if he lived through all of this, he’d be OP.

For now, this was perfectly A-okay. He was neither a powerful adventurer nor could he go all out in a fight, not with the handicap of being limited to his assassin class.

The only thing that mattered was that he won his duel. He didn’t even need to win both of them. As long as he won a single duel, the plan was a go: he’d be made a leader and secure an invite to the masquerade party.

Really, the single benefit of winning both duels—besides trying to rank up—was getting the first pick when it came to the Choosing ceremony, and that didn’t matter one whit.

Dhane—still holding the blood crystal that hungrily sucked on his life essence—equipped his new teal clothing and removed all other items except the mask.

The clothes were simple but functional and, surprisingly, had a hood. He wasn’t one for fashion and hadn’t paid too much attention to the contestants’ attire beyond the color, but it would appear that everyone had a slightly different set of clothes to better match their class.

Since he still had his lovely hair done up like a princess, a hood was most welcome. It was that or go back to his girlish act.

No, thank you.

The bleachers were reserved for contestants, not that it mattered much. Most of the audience, in fact, were contestants.

Apparently, watching low-level adventurers fight wasn’t exciting. This was also perfectly A-okay since it lowered the risk of somehow being recognized.

Dhane entered the section of bleachers, passing two guards that scanned him for his affinity, and took a seat at the very front.

The current duel was between two women, one of which looked familiar from back in his training days with Gorlan a thousand years ago.

She had short blonde hair and a determined glare, wielding a black spear. Her movements, however, were sluggish, stumbling over her feet. She tried to thrust her spear, but it lacked any strength.

Her opponent, an older woman with light brown skin and dyed red hair, had a tower shield strapped to her left arm and a short sword in her right.

They circled like drunks at a bar fight, drunks fully equipped with dangerous weapons, swinging them at the wrong times and at the wrong targets. Any damage seemed to come about by accident.

What the hell?

“I can’t feel my mouth,” said an Asian guy sitting to the left. He had spiky black hair and was poking his lips where a line of saliva had made for its escape.

The guy turned to Dhane and said, “Slap me. Do it. It’s a test, man. Don’t be a chicken shit. Do it!”

Dhane, against his better judgment, gave the drooling gent a light slap and somehow managed to catch a handful of saliva in the process.

“What the fuck?” the guy said. “Your weak ass, girly slap ain’t gonna—”

The butt end of a spear slammed across the guy’s cheek, sending him up and out of his seat, a seat that Aaliyah happily took.

“What?” she asked innocently, pretending to not see the red -3 floating skyward. “He asked for it, right?” And when Dhane didn’t have a reply, she said, “Nice mask. You make that?”

“You like it?”

“Better than nothing, I suppose. Anyway, got a message from Dev for ya. ‘You suck.’ Oh, and your crab don’t appreciate his mana or something.

“But whatevs, I don’t got a clue what he’s going on about. Just the messenger here. Sounds like you guys have been through a thing or two.”

The Asian guy grabbed the bleachers from the ground, eyes wide, laughing hysterically. “Ah shit, this stuff is craaazy. Didn’t even feel that.”

Aaliyah shrugged. “I’m here all day, Ricky. If you need a pounding, just holler.”

“Nah nah nahhh, I’m good,” he said, pushing himself up into the seat. “But hey, you guys got one of those pills, didn’t ya? I’ll buy it. Five copper a pop.”

“Why you want it?”

“Why? Fine, I’ll tell ya why. I’m an assassin. Heyyy, don’t you go stereotyping me. I can be Asian and like assassins. They’re badass and tough as nails.”

Aaliyah rolled her eyes. “You don’t gotta tell me every time. Same story. No one is stereotyping you, man. You be you. Wear it with confidence.”

“I’m telling girly slapper bro over there. Eh, whatever, I think it would make for a good poison. I can hardly move! Put that shit on a blade?”

That was an interesting idea. Dhane hadn’t experimented with poisons. All he knew was there could only be one effect on his blade at a time, and Venom Bite filled that need. But he did have two blades, and poison wouldn’t use mana.

“Whatevs,” Aaliyah said. “I’ll sell you mine. Not gonna go out there looking like Luna. Who the hell thought these were a good idea?”

She summoned her phone, tapped it a few times, then motioned to Ricky. “Don’tcha use it against me, ya hear?”

“Nah nahhh, wouldn’t do that. I’d use a different poison against you.”

“Oh yeah? What other poison you got?”

Ricky tried to click his tongue, shaking his head. “You just best hope we’re not fighting each other. That’s all I’m gonna say.”

“Okay. . . . You gonna trade or what?”

Ricky tapped his phone. “Pleasure doing business. Now, I’m gonna go for a run. Gotta get this shit out of my system, yeah?”

He stood, caught himself, and ran out of the sectioned-off bleachers, drool running down the front of him. Four steps out, he face-planted it.

“Didn’t even feel it!” he shouted, grinning, his mouth full of sand.

Aaliyah shook her head. “Crazy guy.”

“How you know him?” Dhane asked.

“We’ve partied a few times. He’s crazy, but he’s always trying new ways to up his game. I respect that.”

“So . . . you patch things up with Dev?”

Aaliyah rocked her head left and right. “Maybe. Ain’t like we’ve been the best together, ya know? We fight about the stupidest stuff.”

“But?”

She grinned. “I like fighting about the stupidest stuff. Getting him all riled up was part of the fun. I . . . ya know, couldn’t get over his betrayal. There are lines you just don’t cross.

“And— Okay, okay, I know, man. He didn’t do it on purpose. I’m not holding that against him. Not anymore. I don’t know.”

Dhane laughed.

“Whatcha laughing at?”

“Apparently, love is in the air today. You’re smitten and don’t know what to do with yourself.”

She elbowed him. “Am not. Tell me, then, what are the chances that I die and get reborn next to my soulmate, hmm?”

“One in a . . .”

She raised an eyebrow, waiting.

“Trillion.”

“Pfft! Terrible odds.”

“Guess you were just that lucky, right?”

Aaliyah laughed. “Smooth.”

“And what’s a soulmate anyway? We’re souls; we’re dead. If you’re with someone, it’s your soulmate. Enjoy it while it lasts. Live today, not tomorrow.”

The tingling, sucking sensation from the blood crystal stopped. “Huh,” he said, eyeing the crystal. “Guess I’m ready to fight.”

He deposited the crystal into his Inventory app with a thought. A storm of crystalline red flaked apart into smoke and dissipated.

Aaliyah glared, then whispered, “Are you trying to give yourself away?”

“How so? Depositing items to my inventory?”

“The smoke, ya idiot. Everyone knows that the King of Shadows wears a mask and controls smoke. And here you are, in a mask, playing with smoke.”

Well . . . shit. She had a good point. The Sisters of Death said smoke was a characteristic of being an assassin, but if everyone associated it with the King of Shadows, it would only draw unwanted attention.

He nodded and told her he’d be more careful.

“Right, okay,” she said, “so what’s our big plan?”

“Our plan?”

“I ain’t going to war against my friends.”

“Said Miss Popular, who appears to have friends everywhere.”

“They’re different,” she said. “Or at least, if you lose, that’s that. You and Dev? Gone. And if my other friends lose, well, I just can’t imagine you’re working to destroy everyone.” She paused for a long moment, then asked, “Are you?”

Dhane laughed. “I think you forget that I am of Light as well.”

“I . . . did forget. Or maybe, I never knew because someone here never confided in me? Anyways, how is that even possible.”

“I was chosen by a divinity of Shadow first. And she chose me to act as a balance, not to destroy one side or the other. We’re just trying to survive.”

“Then I want in.”

“Are you sure?”

“A wise man once told me to live today, not tomorrow. I do what I feel is right. And Devron has always fought for the losers.”

“Hey. . . .”

She smiled and nudged him.

“Okay,” Dhane said. “If either of us become a leader, we choose the other, alright?”

“And if we are both leaders?”

“Then I guess it won’t matter.”

“And if we both lose?”

Dhane raised an eyebrow. “You think the great villain of our times will lose his duel among newbs?”

“Whatevs. I’ve only seen you die or run away. . . .”

“It was the Celestial Royal!” he said in a hushed voice. “I’m not so different from you, you know? We did arrive at the same time. I’d like to see you fight the King of Light.”

“Okay, okay. Definitely don’t wanna dwell on that scenario. Anyways, you got a plan for your duel?” she asked, then stood and shouted, “Yeah! Go Luna!”

Hmm. As a matter of fact, he did. He triggered Spider Armor and took in a deep breath. 40 of his 115 mana disappeared as if it had never existed, now being reserved by the skill, leaving his new mana total at 75/75.

Then . . . nothing really happened.

Huh. Guess it made sense. Why would there be any spiders in the middle of the sunbaked arena?

It was worth a try. If he didn’t get any spiders— Ugh, just that thought seemed to pound in his chest, making his palms sweat.

Stop being a freaking baby!

How many times did he have to remind himself that these were his damn skills? The spiders wouldn’t hurt him. He could just close his eyes and pretend he couldn’t sense their vibration lines.

In any case, if he didn’t get any spiders, he could simply release the skill and recoup his mana. But even a few points of armor might be all he needed. If anything, it gave him an advantage.

A man wearing green robes crossed the dueling stage and handed Luna something. “Congratulations on your victory,” he said in a quiet, respectful voice that most people probably couldn’t hear.

A slight vibration tapped Dhane’s shoulder, then another and another. They were the tappings of raindrops.

He breathed in that lovely smell called petrichor, a smell that reminded him of Penny, and a smell that . . . actually, come to think of it, didn’t smell like anything of the sort.

And wasn’t he beneath the long stretches of tan fabric? Even if he wasn’t, the sky was bright blue with thin puffs of white clouds, not the sort that wept happy summer tears onto the land.

<Hiii hiii!> came a tiny psychic voice of eager happiness from his shoulder. It was a small brown spider with large reflective black dots for eyes. Were it not a spider, one may go so far as to call it cute: small, fuzzy, and overly optimistic.

Unfortunately, in times like these, Dhane had developed an intense muscle memory response. There was no hesitation whatsoever; no psychic smiles could stop the chain reaction.

His muscles contracted. Empowered by his still relatively new classes, a supercharged karate chop slammed into his shoulder, completely decimating the chatty arachnid.

<Daddy!> Octoralis projected in shock.

Dhane yanked his hand back, having dealt 3 points of damage to himself and drawing Aaliyah’s wide-eyed stare.

“Ewww!” she cried and pointed as if everyone needed to know that he was infested with spiders coming from . . . where? Above?

“I . . .” He didn’t know what to say to either Aaliyah or Octoralis. As for the cute spider . . . It was a spider! See spider; kill spider. That was the first commandment etched into Dhane’s fundamental makeup as a soul, as a human, as whatever he was.

A different set of little feet attached to eight little legs scurried across his mask, finding the left eye slot as a convenient doorway. It was inside and tickling its way down his cheek before he could suck in a breath to scream.

He clamped his mouth shut—lest it decided to crawl inside as spiders were wont to do—and squirmed intensely to the extent of over nine thousand.

Dhane fought so very hard against the vehement desire to spring up from the bleachers and perform his well-rehearsed slap dance.

Instead, he folded in on himself, eyes pinched shut, arms tightly wrapped around his middle while someone else—probably Aaliyah—slapped the living shit out of him.

The only supercalifragilisticexpialidocious takeaway? Spider Armor was, in fact, armor. Aaliyah might have been overzealous in her attempts to save the poor, infested shadowling, but at least it didn’t hurt.

The Mother of Shadows was one hundred percent correcto in her thinking that Dhane—not in a million, billion freaking years—would ever voluntarily choose Spider Armor, especially now, having used the terrible skill.

Aaliyah pulled him to his feet, exclaiming, “Goddammit! Why are there so many spiders!”

For all those who had been watching—their emotional states changing from curiosity to amusement and finally settling on horror—this prompted them to quickly depart the bleachers.

Dhane left the sectioned-off area, passing confused guards who were now investigating the situation. He stopped next to a wall of barrels, evidently filled with white wine by the aroma of peaches.

The good news was that his Spider Armor now had 102/102 AP. The bad news was that more spiders were wanting to come over for a wee bit of tea and the exchange of social niceties.

You’d think the abrupt flattening of their cute friend would give some of them pause. But how smart could spiders really be?

Octoralis seemed to think they could be very, very smart indeed, thank you very much.

He psychically projected, Auditions are over, thank you! to which he distinctly heard and felt the disappointment of way too many creepy crawlers that, somehow, showed up out of nowhere.

Aaliyah slapped his back, then shoulder, then leg. She turned him around, hand up in true spider killer fashion.

“I’m fine,” he said quickly, stepping away from another assaulting slap. “Aali! Stop. Please.”

Then he had a troubling thought: What would happen when he deactivated the skill? Would dozens of spiders crawl out of his clothes?

He didn’t have time to ponder on such wonderful imagery, imagery that would normally leave him in a catatonic state. He had received a message requesting his presence at the second dueling stage.

“There’s one more!” Aaliyah said.

Indeed, there very much was a single remaining spider outlined by vibrations, scurrying its way down the back of his leg.

The dilemma? It was an ally. Like or hate the little buggers, he called, and they answered. To then squish the living souls out of them was just wrong. It betrayed their trust. It was dishonest and unethical.

“I have to go,” he said, apprehension starting to form in his stomach like a led weight. If it wasn’t for Octoralis always there to soothe his worries, he’d be a total mess.

“Go?” Aaliyah asked.

“My duel is on the second stage.”

“Oh, damn! You’re ready, right?”

“Kind of. . .?” he said with absolute confidence if confidence felt like the all-consuming desire to vamoose.

The last time he had dueled anyone, it was the King of Light. But this wasn’t going to be like that. The arena seats weren’t filled with people cheering for his death.

Tier 3 contestants were inept. He wouldn’t be dumb and numb, flopping around in the hopes of getting lucky. A well-placed and hidden exploding spider may end the duel quickly.

Aaliyah turned him toward the second stage. “They ain’t gonna wait for long. Go! Hurry, so you don’t get disqualified. You got this!”

She shoved him forward.

Yes . . . he had this. Totally. It was only the survival of his entire village on the line. No pressure. No pressure at all. . . .


Chapter
Twenty-Five



Dhane hurried toward a waiting mage. She was wearing a dark gray robe that contrasted her ivory skin. The fabric’s accent lines of gold matched her hair and eyes.

She watched him approach with a sense of calm and control that he very much wished he had right about now. He just needed a few deep breaths to recenter himself so he could focus.

Upon reaching the mage, he said, quite simply, “I’m Dhanelle.”

The woman looked him over with a critical eye. “You must unequip your mask.”

“I’m an archssassin,” he said as if that should explain everything and preclude him from the rules. When it didn’t, he added, “The mask has no stats. It’s purely cosmetic.”

She summoned her phone, opened an app, and touched the mask with a thin finger. “Very well,” she said, then turned to another mage. “I’ll take King Dhanelle to select his weapons.”

The other mage—a tall bald man with deep brown skin and wrapped in crimson robes—bowed slightly. They were all very formal and polite, which gave the event a deeper sense of gravitas.

The mage gently angled her hand toward what looked like an empty door frame made of white crystal. She drew a triggering line, and the center of the doorway filled with blue waves.

Dhane, having seen his fair share of portals, be that in heaven or video games, didn’t hesitate to step through.

The other side opened into a white marble room. There were no doorways or windows or any way in or out, just lines of silver carefully drawn across the glossy stone.

The walls were covered in every type of weapon, held there on golden mounts and hooks, lit by glowing crystals. The weapons had chalky white blades that looked nothing like what the contestants in the arena were using.

“Where are we?” he asked.

The mage stepped in behind him and closed the portal, silencing the clamorous noise of cheering and booing. “This is a pocket dimension, like a dungeon without the chaos.”

The stated words Pocket Dimension stirred up knowledge in the back of his mind. The chaos of a dungeon core granted great power over reality. It could grow to an exceptional size.

However, when such cores were destroyed, the chaos—and the reality it created—would be destroyed along with it. On very rare occasions, a fragment of the dungeon would persist, free of chaos.

These core-less dungeons were like bubbles of reality that were worth a fortune because of how they were unattached to anything. They belonged to no land, were defensible, and, best of all, provided easy travel from anywhere a portal could be created, so long as the pocket dimension’s address was known.

“Please, select your weapon of choice,” the mage said, motioning to the walls.

Off into one corner were a dozen different daggers: some long, some short, some with knuckle guards and claws. There were push daggers, throwing daggers, and odd triangular daggers.

Dhane walked over and selected a dagger that looked similar to Stinging Metal. The weight and balance were perfect. The way it fit his hand almost came with a set of instilled memories as if he knew how it wanted to move and slice into souls.

Splotches of gray steel spread across the white blade, slowly removing that sense of depth. In a strange way, it felt like the blade was alive, and the spreading gray was cancer, snuffing out its life.

As soon as the blade had—for lack of a better word—died, a copy of it reappeared on the mount, back in its original state. He looked over at the mage.

“Vvitablades,” the mage said. “Living weapons that can’t be removed from here without special care. They shed their skin, forming a temporary duplicate that loses durability with time and then crumbles.”

Dhane nodded. So they were granting them temporary weapons to level the playing field, weapons that probably—and somehow—worked with the blood crystals.

Now, understanding how the room functioned, he picked up the white dagger again, choosing to have a second one for dual-wielding.

This time, while being connected with the living essence of the dagger, he called to it the same way he would call to someone’s affinity.

And . . . it answered.

It didn’t have a voice, but its affinity was clearly of Shadow. It impressed upon him a great desire for mana, promising something in return.

Driven by curiosity, which Dhane had a dangerous abundance of, he focused on the warmth of his mana, drawing it through his arm and into the dagger.

Whatever was inside seized upon his mana like a starving animal and drank. He jerked at the sudden force of it, clamping off his supply as his mana points ticked down rapidly over just two seconds.

But in exchange, something bled through the connection, a flood of experience, of how the dagger had been used by countless adventurers before, forced into duel after duel after duel.

“What’s wrong?” the mage asked, stepping up next to him, her face a mixture of concern and confusion.

<Nothing,> the blade projected. It was a single word, an aching plea in a fragile voice like a dying man’s last breath.

Dhane quickly sheathed the two daggers, each fastened to either leg, knowing full well that one blade was dead, a husk of its former self, and the other, alive.

He laughed, turning away from the golden mount that remained empty. “Oh, it’s nothing,” he said. “Just nicked my finger. How else am I supposed to know how sharp these things are, right?”

The woman angled her eyes for a moment, shook her head slightly, then drew a triggering line toward the opposite wall from where they had entered. A portal materialized between silver lines, and she gently motioned toward it.

Dhane stepped back into the rowdy arena, standing beneath the sun, hot sand all around, and a whole bunch of, What the hell, running through his mind.

The dueling stage was a large ring, the edges of which projected a thin veil up a dozen feet, only noticeable by the slight disturbance it gave to the air. And attached to the side of the stage was one black stone pedestal.

The mage walked up to the pedestal, waving Dhane to follow. “Your blood crystal, please?”

He summoned it, but being mindful of what Aaliyah had said, he did so in the crook of his arm. It materialized, feeling familiar, like being reunited with a lost piece of himself.

The mage took the crystal and socketed it into the pedestal just as the other mage led . . . Ricky? out of an opposing portal.

“Ehhh!” Rickey said. “Girly slapper bro! Hey, just because you did me a solid—weak ass slap as it were—don’t mean I’m gonna go easy on you. I’ve got myself a reputation to uphold, got it? Not many assassins in this world. I’m a fucking celebrity.”

Dhane wanted to pause the game, wanted a moment to try and understand what had just happened in the pocket dimension.

He stole a living weapon, a weapon that shared something with the Cobalins: enslaved to be used with no care for its wellbeing.

But it wasn’t only that. Something was wrong with his mana. It reported 8/75 and wasn’t regenerating.

In an effort to stall, Dhane said, “A real assassin? Can I get your autograph?” Then, he mentally opened his Character app and discovered a new trait.

¤ Mana Shock [Trait]

» Your mana has been leeched by an external force and will not regenerate until Mana Shock has ended. To remove this trait, consume a mana potion or wait for the full duration to expire.

·

» Mana: 67

» Duration: 4 minutes, 32 seconds

Four minutes? And that was just when his mana would start regenerating.

“My autograph?” Ricky asked. “Shit man, totally. But only if you win. Can’t be handing that stuff out like candy. It’s going to be worth something someday.”

To keep the guy talking, Dhane said, “Quick question. I heard that assassins are associated with smoke. When you summon an item, does it materialize from smoke?”

“Nah nahhh, I’m not there yet. You got to have your divinity’s favor for such perks. But I’m getting close.”

A divinity’s favor? Man, if he could just go one damn minute without having to learn something new, that would be nice.

The arcane knowledge at the back of his mind didn’t quite care for this request. To show how much it didn’t quite care, it flooded his brain with knowledge.

Divinities had their Chosen, their Elite, their Favored, their Normal, and their Unfavored followers. Each rank granted the adventurer unique cosmetic perks as a way to validate their status.

That said, even Normal followers often had elements of change, such as followers of the Dolphin with blue eyes. Or those who followed the Bear had hairy nipples.

Wait, what?

“Your duel,” Dhane’s mage said in her soft yet stern voice, “will begin momentarily. Please take your positions.” She motioned toward the ring and two red Xs placed at opposing ends.

“But,” Dhane said, the timer on his Mana Shock trait at 3 minutes and 23 seconds, “I’m not ready yet. Can we have a five-minute break?”

“No.”

“No?”

“You may forfeit your claim to leadership and be escorted below or fight. There are others waiting for their chance.”

Damn. . . . He let out a breath and nodded, then walked through the thin veil to his designated spot, feeling quite unsure about all of this.

His main advantage was his mana. Now, he wouldn’t even be able to use Venom Bite, not without gaining the Mana Drunk trait, which also meant no Exploding Spider.

“The duel,” Ricky’s mage said in a baritone voice, “will end if one should leave the ring or lose all of their blood crystal’s essence.”

He drew a triggering line, and the sigils along the pedestal flooded with red energy, flowing across the surface and up into the crystals that now glowed.

Flakes of luminescent crimson lifted above the crystals, forming the shapes of numbers that correlated to available health: Dhane with 90—since he didn’t have his Ring of Health equipped—and Ricky with 130.

What the blood crystal didn’t know was that Dhane had an extra 102 armor. But unless Ricky had invested in skills that provided Vitality—were there any?—the 40 extra health meant he was 8 freaking levels higher!

Ricky didn’t miss this little detail. He smirked and unsheathed a rondel dagger, a dagger that looked like an icepick, used predominantly in piercing attacks and . . . Whoa, apparently, he now knew a lot about daggers.

Dhane pulled his living Vvitablade from his leg sheath, noting how the blade was no longer chalky white and yet still felt alive.

He moved to unsheathe the second dagger but stopped. The act of using two daggers seemed wrong, not because an assassin couldn’t be effective with two blades, but simply because he didn’t have the requisite skill to make two blades worthwhile.

This newfound knowledge was like the condensed information sleeping at the back of his mind. It wasn’t entirely conscious, nor was it subconscious. It roamed in and out.

But it was only book-smarts, right? Information on other daggers and how they were used. He had never performed any of these moves, these strategies.

Until this moment, a dagger was meant for stabbing and slashing, and there wasn’t much more to it. But that was . . . wrong, so very wrong.

“Begin!” Dhane’s mage said.

Ricky stepped forward, leaned back, and turned, driving his dagger toward an imaginary spot in the air behind himself.

Dhane immediately understood what the guy was doing. In a way, he could see the future, each attempt to stab, to block, to navigate each other. Dagger fighting was a game of confidence and strategy.

Ricky’s form vanished, crumbling to wispy lines of smoke. He was gone for a fraction of a second before materializing from behind.

Dhane rotated his dagger to hold it in reverse. He raised it overhead, turned, and angled his body just enough to completely evade the piercing attack.

Ricky’s footwork was a mess. When his attempted backstab sliced into nothing but air, the force of it threw him off-balance, leaving him wide open for a counterattack.

Dhane drove his dagger down into Ricky’s neck, a neck that was tinged red by a shape with darker outlines.

It was Critical Sight! An implicit skill Dhane had completely forgotten about, but also one that he was suddenly using without knowing how.

Ricky jumped to the side and rolled. At the end of the movement, one knee on the ground, he stared back, jaw clenched, eyebrows angled, hand clasping his neck.

There was no damage number in red to float skyward. Instead, his blood crystal changed to 111, which revealed 19 damage taken.

“You’re an assassin?” Ricky asked. It was obviously a rhetorical question, a question asked in such a manner as to unveil a sense of disappointment: not only were there more assassins diluting the noteworthiness of such a noteworthy class, he was currently the less cool one out of the two, despite being a higher level.

“Yeah!” Aaliyah yelled. “Go Dhane-lle!”

Ricky shot her a glare.

“And . . . Ricky,” she amended.

Dhanelle, in all of this, didn’t make a move. It wasn’t because there weren’t a myriad of different strategies to pursue. He was positively stunned that what he had done worked.

The dagger seemed . . . amused? It was like a teacher, proud of a promising student, a student that wasn’t entirely sure what he was doing.

Ricky stood and raised his arms, angling his blade and elbow forward in a new stance that would give the guy a more powerful and quicker frontal assault.

Dhane mimicked the pose since there were also ways to use it defensively. The question, of course, was whether or not he could pull it off.

Ricky approached, staying light on his feet, one foot ahead of the other in a balanced stance. His dagger pulsed with a sickly yellow.

He bounded forward and back, feigning attacks and testing reaction speeds. Then, like a snake, he snapped forward and brought his dagger down.

The knowledge in Dhane’s head said to attack the wrist, and so he did, leaning into the motion and rotating his body away from the incoming blade.

His unpracticed movement didn’t flow smoothly. His muscles didn’t work together to assume the correct form and function, shifting as needed at an instant’s notice.

He missed. But while that all seemed terrible and felt terrible since he knew precisely how it ought to have gone, it really wasn’t so bad.

Dagger fighting had a graceful freedom to it. Each move resulted from chaining action and reaction, immediately adjusting as needed.

Instead of trying to disarm the guy, Dhane swept his arm down and around in a quick arch. It was like a scoop, using his dagger and wrist to catch Ricky’s arm and twist it up in front of himself while the momentum turned him to the side.

Dhane took one step closer and now from behind, using his free forearm to keep Ricky facing away. Dhane thrust the pommel of his dagger into Ricky’s face, then slid the dagger up and over his shoulder and into his back three times.

People . . . cheered? Their little duel had garnered some attention. Maybe it was because neither of them was stumbling around like drunks.

Ricky’s blood crystal changed from 111 to 43. He growled, obviously in pain for the few seconds that pain existed.

He dove away, rolled, then threw three translucent daggers—one after the other—that streamed a soft violet blur behind them.

Dhane knew exactly where to move and how to angle his body, but—dammit!—he wasn’t fast enough.

Two blades whizzed by and collided with the thin veil that rippled. The third blade slammed into his shoulder, producing a -9 in white and adding a Venom Counter. He would take another 3 points of damage over 9 seconds.

He tore the blade free, and it collapsed to flakes of spent mana. Alright, all he had to do was not get hit again, not let the Venom Counters reset and multiply.

Nice. Best strategy. . . . It was almost as good as the ancient and wise advice, Don’t die.

He assumed a new stance, holding his dagger in reverse, pointing out from his stomach. His other hand was angled up, free to grapple or block.

“Stop!” Ricky’s mage yelled, pointing. “You cannot have any armor equipped during your duel.”

Dhane scrunched up his forehead. “I don’t. . . .” But then he realized something: he was a stupid piece of shit bacon, the shittiest of shit bacon.

There was absolutely nothing wrong with using skills, even if those skills provided armor. But why-oh-why did he use Spider Armor?

Not only was it a skill he really didn’t like, for obvious reasons, but it was also an arachnomancer skill, a skill he most certainly couldn’t show the judges to prove he hadn’t broken any rules.

Stupid, blasted, no good brain!

His mage nodded slowly, golden hair swaying, emotionally uncommitted to helping in any way. She simply said in her soft and stern voice, “You are disqualified for cheating.”

Those words cut to his soul. Cheating! But it wasn’t just that. It was the consequences of such a verdict. He wouldn’t be given a second duel.

He failed. . . .

“This duel is over,” she continued. “Take him down to the Hall of Guilds.”

Shit! Shit shit shit.

Once he was down there with all the other people in the draft, trapped with guards at every exit, escaping would be all the more difficult, if not impossible.

He couldn’t return back beneath the arena. And he couldn’t join someone else’s party without giving away his little kept secret.

He had to escape, and it had to be now. No ifs, ands, or buts about it. It was time to stop monkeying around and get back to his village, information or no.

<Yes, yes!> Octoralis projected, psychically stretching her legs. <We go home, Daddy!>

He sucked in a breath, straightened his back, and closed his eyes. Vibration lines squiggled to life across the sand, the people, the guards, and every table cluttered with food and items.

He could sense the walls that led to the arena seats. Beyond that, the lines grew too soft. They’d make a run for it, over the rooftops, over the walls, and into the vast Wilds.

Dhane summoned Octoralis.
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The vibrations in the air started to shift and swirl and condense into the form of a giant spider.

“Don’t!” Aaliyah yelled.

Dhane interrupted the summon and opened his eyes. A nearly imperceptible amount of smoke faded away, and Octoralis grumbled.

Aaliyah was standing just beyond the dueling stage, wearing her set of teal clothing with a determined look on her face.

Her expression said everything it needed to say: she would win, she would be the team leader, and they would form a squad within the enemy’s army.

Yes, that was the original plan, and it was almost enough to convince him. Almost. But why even take the risk?

If she won, she could gather the information from the masquerade party. If she lost, it wouldn’t matter because he wouldn’t be waiting around for the buckets of shit bacon to hit the windmill.

There really wasn’t an upside to staying. He was needlessly throwing himself into danger while he had willing allies ready to help.

A guard from the side stepped forward. She had extra short curly black hair and brown skin with warm undertones. She stood with a sense of pride, built sturdy, and looked eager to fulfill her duty.

She saluted the mages with one fist over her chest, the other holding a lovely length of red ¤ Lightning Rope, because who didn’t like a bit of electrophilia?

Dhane didn’t. That was who. Which meant it was time to go. So long, and thanks for all the fish . . . and brownies—not together; gross—and all the other foodstuffs he managed to steal.

Of course, and as always, the moment he pulled together the resolve to act—again—something had to interrupt it.

This something happened to be an odd sensation that pooled into his chest, feeling tired and sad. Words, an echo from an old nightmare, thrummed within his mind.

<Save them. . . .>

It was a whisper, unlike the last time this ancient entity spoke to him. And just like the last time, it was incredibly unclear. The only clear thing about it was its timing.

He wanted to run.

It apparently didn’t want him to run.

Why was life so frustrating! Ever since he died, he had been a pawn of pawns. Everyone wanted something from him.

But now . . . dammit . . . he was curious.

Why so curious, he thought in Joker’s voice.

Le sigh.

He gave Aaliyah a nod, and she grinned as if him relying on her was some sort of honor.

Ricky looked like a kid who got the wrong toy for Christmas, but maybe it wasn’t a bad toy?

Everyone else wore their disappointment differently, most doing so by walking away to other active duels.

The guard grabbed Dhane’s arms and twisted them behind his back. It probably would have hurt if not for his armor, armor no one could see.

She wrapped his wrists with that terrible rope, the energy hot and threatening to unleash a searing bolt of lighting up his back.

“Move it!” she said, grabbing the back of his neck and shoving him forward.

Dhane flexed his jaw. Stupid ancient . . . thing. If he got sacrificed to a crystal and woke up in ten years, he would be majorly pissed.

The guard navigated him through a maze of tables and people, drawing everyone’s attention. Surprisingly, no one started shouting, “Shame, shame, shame!”

He kept himself distracted by simple curiosity. There was a lot to dislike about Spider Armor, most notably and hardly unexpected, the spiders. But self-repairing armor that negated pain? Awesome.

The thing he was itching to find out, though—and not entirely sure he wanted to test—was whether or not he’d feel any pain from the ¤ Lightning Rope while he wore armor.

If the rope was blood magic, the answer was a definitive yes. But that meant its source of power came from the person it bound. There had to be ways to control the flow of life essence, just as there were ways to control the flow of mana.

Unfortunately and indubitably, there was no way to know what would happen other than to stick his figurative fork into the figurative electrical socket.

Well . . . alrighty, then. Big breath. Clench jaw. Another big breath because this is probably going to suck. Here goes nothing.

Dhane tried to yank his wrists apart. The force of it triggered a chain reaction. Chaotic vibration lines flooded the rope for a fraction of a second, then that energy pulsed up through his arms and back.

All of his muscles contracted at once, his spine arched, and since his legs stopped moving, he flopped to his stomach, the stench of burnt flesh in the air.

Owe. . . .

Blood magic. Check.

The guard huffed and pulled him to his feet, telling some concerned citizen that he did it to himself. She had a hard time hiding the amusement from her voice.

“Just some advice,” she said, “don’t fight Zapper. It’ll happily burn you to soul ash.”

“You named it?” he asked in disgust.

“I did. Now show it some respect. Say, ‘Zapper, no zapping,’ and you’ll be safe. Say it, cheater.”

“I’m not a cheater!” he said. Of all the things to be called, a cheater was the absolute worst, especially when they were wrong.

Online cheaters were the disgusting scumbags that purposely ruined the experience for others. They didn’t care about the community, the game, the holy balance. They only wanted an unfair advantage to feel special and powerful, but in the end, they simply proved to themselves and others that they were nothing of the sort.

The guard yanked his arm, which just so happened to disturb Mr. Zapper. The vibrations coiled around his wrists and then exploded outward, draining his health in exchange for agony.

His body seized, and, once again, he was playing in the sand. Three seconds later, the pain subsided, and he gasped for breath.

She had a diabolical laugh. “Having a hard time walking?” She dragged him back to his feet and shoved him forward.

While she got off on her little power trip, Dhane paid particular attention to the flow of his life essence and mana. It was all very similar.

He also noticed that, unlike his mana, which was centered and controlled, his life essence was entirely open, flowing freely throughout his body.

They walked around a group of practicing contestants, pulling ink into the air. The mages drew shapes with their index fingers, forming weapons and shields that hardened into glossy black.

There were other groups of light warriors, thieves, menders, and berserkers, all practicing in unique ways with unique weapons and skills.

He pushed all of these distractions out of his mind and focused on controlling his life essence. His mana seemed perfectly content to stay at his core, but moving his life essence required constant attention.

They arrived at a large wooden door with metal crossbeams. Two guards stood at either side, both male, attentive, and friendly-looking.

The first guard, a guy with red hair and beard, said, “Catch yourself another, Imani?”

“Someone’s gotta take out the trash,” she said.

“True true. Well, don’t forget to remove your rope this time. Capt says it’s not our job to punish people, and I don’t want you gettin’ yourself into trouble.”

“Not our job?” Imani asked, shaking her head. “If we don’t punish them, they won’t change. Then what have you? Miscreants everywhere, that’s what.”

“Come on,” the other guard said. He was a tall pale fellow with neatly-combed brown hair, parted down the middle. “Say it with me. ‘Not our job.’ ”

“Not your job,” she said. “Open the damn door, so I can get my work done. If capt has a problem with me, she can tell me herself. This guy needs a lesson, and I’m Miss Frizzle.”

The redheaded guard looked to the other. They both shrugged, and he drew a triggering line. Vibrations around horizontal blocks within the door shifted to one side. The other guard opened the door to descending stairs lit by crystals.

“I won’t be long,” Imani said, then shoved Dhane forward. They descended to the Hall of Guilds.

The place hadn’t changed a lot in the two days he had been gone. It was still a massive corridor with fountains, alcoves, and archways that led into the various guildhalls.

Perhaps the largest difference—beyond the incredible crowding of bodies and . . . something else he couldn’t quite put a finger on—was the general sentiment.

People were not happy. They shouted at each other, one side defending the draft, the other calling for freedom. Guards were everywhere, breaking up fights and blocking exits.

Dhane most definitely sympathized with those wanting freedom, especially given his present situation. His fingers were going numb.

Imani turned him around and shoved his back against the wall. “Well, lucky you, I’m your orientation officer. And believe you me, it’s time to get you branded.”

“What?”

“Oh, you’ll see,” she said in delight and summoned her phone.

Ugh. Something told him he wasn’t going to like this. Somehow, he’d find a way to like Imani even less. Naturally, he wanted to do something to upset her, to wipe that awful grin from her face.

Octoralis projected a lovely scenario of dragging the morally questionable guard down into the labyrinth, kicking and screaming. But they both knew that wasn’t an option; sad face.

Instead, he coaxed his life essence toward his core, using mana as a reference guide. It seeped from his toes and fingers, draining toward streams that all moved toward the same point.

It wasn’t blood. It didn’t leave his extremities numb and tingling as if they had fallen asleep. It merely pooled his vitality, his life energy, into something more controllable.

Imani withdrew a wooden stamp, a blood crystal affixed to the bottom. If it weren’t for the crystal and its malevolent red glow, you could say it looked like one of those stamps at an amusement park’s entrance.

“This,” she said, waving the stamp, “is my handy-dandy marker. Everyone gets a service mark, and it burns like a bitch.”

She grinned and shrugged. “I would tell you to hold your hand out, but it looks like you got yourself wrapped up in something. Pity that.”

Dhane held to his life essence, trapping it, controlling it. He tugged on his wrists, and the ¤ Lightning Rope did nothing. Or rather, it kindly requested his essence so it could give him a nice electric massage.

In response to that—beyond thinking, Hell to the no!—he mentally shifted the dead Vvitablade into his inventory. Once there, he summoned it to his hands, flipped the blade up, and sliced the rope in half.

Imani grabbed his arm, her eyes searching his body for a fun place to burn a mark. Some people really shouldn’t be in a position of authority.

Dhane brought his hands forward, holding two short ropes that were now a dull gray. “Umm,” he said, feigning great sorrow. “I think Mr. Zapper had an accident.”

Imani sucked in a startled breath. “No. . . . Zapper?” She took its remains, nudging the frayed ends with her thumb, looking crestfallen. “We’ve been together since the first day.”

“Oh, shit,” Dhane said, somehow feeling a tinge of guilt for destroying her torture device. “Long time, then?”

She nodded and sniffed. “Started last week.”

Pfft! Never mind. “My condolences for your loss,” he said, deadpan. “Do you need a hug?”

“Thank you. I—” She snapped her eyes up to his and glared, finally realizing that it was he who destroyed her precious.

Imani grabbed his teal shirt and slammed him against the wall, producing a -4 in white. “What did you do!”

Before he could say anything, she noticed the damage to his armor and said, “You don’t have armor! Assassins don’t have armor skills like monks and tanks.”

Well . . . great. While it was lovely to take a pain-free beating and laugh in the face of his assailant, she was now digging where he really didn’t want her to dig.

“You got no rings, no Source, and,” she said, glaring at him, her soul tearing into his, wanting information.

He replied to her request like he did for everyone else, a bit confused as to what she wanted. Perhaps to check for an Artifact?

Since Artifacts were soulbound, they might appear when exchanging affinities. But he had never seen anything like that.

Could it be that artifacts were just insanely rare? Or maybe . . . Huh. His sleeping knowledge confirmed that he simply was never requesting to see them.

In any case, Imani did not find what she was searching for, which meant there was a piece of the puzzle not on the table, not in the box, and probably—for inane reasons—hiding under the fridge.

Unless he wanted her to grab a flashlight, it was best to explain her suspicions away. How fortunate, then, to be a master explainer of made-up shit.

“How!” she yelled. People were starting to watch. “You don’t even have an Artifact.”

“Shhh,” he said, resting a finger on his lips. “I’ll tell you, but only in private.”

This got her to flare her nostrils. But curiosity was a powerful drug. He had answers—made up as they were, but she didn’t know that—and she wanted said answers.

Finally, she let go and sloppily tried to fix his crumpled shirt. They moved up a few stairs, and she gave the sign—a rolling a hand—to explain.

“I don’t think you really want to know,” he said, his armor’s durability already back to 102/102. Really, if he wasn’t himself, he wouldn’t want to know. But that wasn’t the explanation he was preparing to sell.

“Don’t you tell me what I do and don’t want. You’ve got your privacy. Out with it.”

“It’s a ring.”

“You don’t have any rings. And they don’t work on your toes!”

“That’s true,” he said, even though he had no clue that was the case.

“Then where!”

“My diiick.”

Imani gasped, Octoralis gasped, and the old, tired dagger groaned.

“It’s a cock ring. Do you want to see?” he asked.

“No!”

“Are you sure? My little guy is quite friendly and photogenic, I hear.”

“But . . . That— No, that can’t work!”

“Have you tried it?”

She made an incredulous face. “Of course not!”

Dhane shrugged. “What can I say, guys got it easier.”

“That, I already knew.”

“So treaty? I’d wave a white flag if I had one.”

“You’re still a cheater.”

“Is it too hard to believe I forgot about it? Are you always cognizant of your underwear or your earrings?”

This made her pause. She pressed her lips to the side, looked up at nothing in particular, and tapped her chin before shrugging. “Fine. I can’t say with certainty that this wasn’t just a big mix-up.”

“Then . . . does this mean I’m not disqualified?”

“Hah! As if. Whether intentional or not, you competed for rank while having an unfair advantage.”

“It was worth a try. Now what?”

“Now, you need to hold your hand out. Make a fist, fingers down.”

Dhane did so, and she plunked her wooden stamp down on his hand. It politely requested for his essence, which he allowed, and a jolt of hot energy burned through to his palm.

He jerked his hand back, clenched his jaw, and counted the seconds. A -7 in red lifted into the air, slowly fading as it drifted toward the tan stone ceiling.

Imani laughed. “Like I said, burns like bitch. Want me to blow on it?”

“Not particularly,” he said, rubbing his thumb along a red design of crossing lines arranged to look like an asterisk.

“Now, pay attention. I’m already late, so I’m only going over this once. This is your service mark. You’ll use it to get paid each day and buy whatever you be needing from the army’s supply. Credits get stored in your cube.”

Dhane opened his hand to find a red metallic cube. Much like the blood crystal he had filled with his essence, the cube had a sense of familiarity to it.

“Store that in your inventory,” she said. “You can inspect the cube to find your current balance using your soul device. When the war concludes, you may trade any unused credits for coins.”

“How much do we make?” he asked.

“Depends.” She turned his hand back over and pointed at a solid black dot next to the asterisk. “Oh no, it looks like you’ve got yourself a bad reputation point. Now, if you follow orders and do a good job, it can be removed by your squad leader. Break the rules—intentional or not—and you’ll get more.

“Any merchant who sells to you will be taxed an additional five percent per point. Most will pass this on to you. Moreover, if you don’t clear the points before you cash out, the same will happen to your wages.

“But to answer your question, if you get chosen by a Tier 3 squad, you’re banking a gold a day. Tier 2 squads get a gold and a half. And Tier 1 squads get three. Wartime rates pay well for those who do their duty.”

In response to his less than enthusiastic expression, she added, “Hey now, that’s just the base rate. Any mobs you be killing still award their loot drops.”

Dhane nodded. While that sounded reasonable, how likely would the army send his squad into a dungeon or a place that had decent loot drops? Of course, none of this really mattered to him; he wasn’t sticking around.

“And that’s that,” Imani said. “Wait here until the Choosing ceremony. I’ve got to get back to work.”

“This isn’t considered your work?”

“My other work.”

“Standing around all day?”

“I’m an event guard, thank you very much. I keep order among those damn contestants. I do a lot more than just stand around or escort cheaters—fine! . . . alleged cheaters—to the Hall of Guilds.”

“Do you have to answer all of my questions?”

She pinched her brows together. “Are you trying to get more negative points?”

“What’s your favorite color?”

“Yellow!”

“Do you like hotdogs?”

Imani pursed her lips and glared, then said, “I’m going to stop you right there. You’re not getting my number. I don’t want any pictures of your photogenic hotdog.”

“I meant . . . the food.”

“Oh. I love hotdogs. My grandmama once said, ‘No such thing as a bad hotdog.’ ”

“And she was talking about the food. . .?”

“You know what? I seriously don’t know. Huh, grams, you nasty. Anyhow, we’re done here. Go mingle or something.” She started to turn.

“Whoa, hold on.”

“Whaaat?”

“I have a real question this time. When does this thing come off?” he asked, pointing to the red asterisk and black dot.

“Three days. Your squad leader renews it once a day. If it expires before you cash out, you’ll lose your credits, so stay with your squad.”

“And that’s all the mark does? It just stores credits and negative reputation points?”

Imani sighed. “No. It also reports your position and contact information to the army”—Oh . . . shit, of course it does—“handles daily quests, challenges, and achievements.

“Get 10,000 steps, kill five Cobalins, that sort of stuff. It changes every day, so check it if you want to earn bonuses.”

Dhane really, truly didn’t want to be chipped. Now, if he ran, the army would know exactly where he was. The strange thing, however, was how none of this affected the Character app.

To keep the conversation going while he thought of more pertinent questions, questions that may help him in this war, he asked, “Bonuses like. . .?”

Imani glared.

“These are perfectly valid questions unless you want to tell me your favorite TV show.”

“I Dream of Jeannie.”

“Really?”

“Barbara Eden was a remarkable woman.”

“I don’t doubt you. So . . . bonuses?”

“Extra credits. Experience orbs. Banquet and party tokens. There’s also a daily lottery, alright? The more tickets you get, the better your chance of winning. Now, can I go?”

While she was talking, Dhane had summoned a perfect visual of himself in his mind, the same way he had in Du Dolly’s dressing room. This new visual of him had the red asterisk on his hand.

He didn’t want it there. He didn’t want to be tracked or have his contact information freely available to his enemies.

This desire, this intent—his will against that of the foreign branding—clashed. It resisted by using his own essence, and in doing so, he could feel the tiny sigils etched beneath his skin. He memorized their shapes before erasing them.

“Hey, are you even listening?” she asked.

Dhane looked down at his hand, and the asterisk was gone. Interestingly, so was the metallic cube. Huh. They were not normal sigils . . . or were they? He never thought to draw sigils on his skin, but he was just as physical as anything else.

Imani followed his gaze and apparently noticed something a bit strange. “What the—”

“So!” he said with a sudden burst of cheerfulness. “What happens if the mark expires early? Can I just go back to my normal life?”

“That’s not— What. . .?” She grabbed his hand, then his other. Her face was contorted in confusion.

“I think I’m right,” he said. “Do I need something like a hall pass so I can leave the city?”

She dropped his hands and summoned her phone. “Shut up. I don’t know what you did, but make a fist, fingers down.”
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Dhane had a brand new service mark that now featured two lovely black dots. Yay. . . . It wasn’t like this one was going to stick around any longer than the last one had, but he let Imani believe what she wanted to believe; ignorance, after all, was bliss.

When he had no further questions, she rushed away lest he remembered something at the last second. Guards were strange like that, sworn to some rather odd rules.

This left him alone with a funny thought. If he had a lot of bad reputation points, what discernible leader would want him for their squad?

It wasn’t like he planned to stick around and earn a living wage fighting for the Army of Light, especially since their battle was against someone he was particularly fond of.

Thus, a positive reputation had absolutely no value. None. Zip. Nada. And this all meant he had a Plan B in case Aaliyah failed her duels, not that she would, of course, but it was the Scout’s motto to Be Prepared.

Naturally, that meant he couldn’t remove the service mark. Maybe instead of removing it, he could simply alter it, disconnect it from Big Brother.

He summoned his phone and drew the symbols he had memorized into his Notes app. Unfortunately, none of them were familiar.

The unexpected thing was how few symbols there were. Somehow, these four symbols represented a complex system that handled credits, quests, and reputation.

Right. . . .

He might not be a coder by any stretch of the imagination, but even he knew something was missing in this equation. He simply didn’t understand enough of it to debug the code, as it were.

Alrighty, so maybe he wouldn’t worry so much about altering the functionality. While surrounded by others being tracked as he was, he’d look normal, just another green dot on someone’s map.

With that task properly scooched onto the back burner, he mentally re-equipped his old set of clothes, rings, armor, and weapons, keeping the new Vvitablade in place of his Cobalin sword.

Smoke shifted over his form, changing the bright teal fabric to black leather, fur, and scale. He pulled his hood up, noting the immediate improvement to his hearing and vibration sense.

Dhane’s miraculous, smoky transformation didn’t go unnoticed. Someone pointed. Others stared. And so, assuming a casual and unconcerned bearing, he waved back. The number one rule to avoiding suspicion was simply acting as if you belonged.

Now, in the interest of improving his odds of getting out of here with a heartbeat, he had questions for one particular Dagger senpai, questions that would be best asked in a secluded, quiet corner somewhere.

To this end, a bit of exploration was called for.

The Hall of Guilds was chock-full of people, all waiting for the inevitable Choosing ceremony. They were bunched up into groups, surrounding people who loved the spotlight, talking for or against the current events.

You’d think the Challengers would, unapologetically, stand opposed to such an invasion of their space, especially by a bunch of low-level commoners.

But that wasn’t the case at all.

The guilds welcomed everyone into their large and lavish domains, cooking all manner of savory foods, their scents carried on steam.

They had dozens of tables covered in pristinely white tablecloths, candles, fine china, and silver utensils precisely placed by butlers and footmen as if ready to serve the Royals.

In a very real way, the guilds looked to be engaged in a new form of competition, one of popularity. The most known challengers were out at the front, inviting people in to learn about their marvelous guilds.

Even Challenger Sarah was there at the front of Sanguis, acting more as a deterrent than anything by how she glared at people with her red vampiric eyes, daring them to enter her domain.

The sight of her made his heart jerk, seeking to escape out his back.

Coward.

She was leaning against the polished column of the guild’s archway, arms folded across a slender black dress that ran to her knees, loose red curls caressing her alabaster white skin, looking every bit as gorgeous and . . . was bitchy a bad descriptor? Well, she was every bit of those things as she had been the last time he was here.

Subsequently, her attempts to scare all the people away left Sanguis nearly empty. The guild had tables and food like all other guilds, just without the people, which was perfect.

He crossed the corridor, sliding between shifting bodies, and took two steps past Challenger Sarah. Her vibration lines revealed her watching him, the predator within, sizing him up.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she asked, voice constrained with annoyance.

Dhane pretended to not hear her and continued forward. It was, after all, a very noisy corridor. With any luck, she wouldn’t surrender her post to pursue just one random person.

Pfft . . . luck just wasn’t on his side today. Someone needed to get him a new set of dice.

Challenger Sarah glided across the floor and was next to him in the span of a breath. The vibration lines of her hand reached out toward his arm much faster than most would call humanly possible, but of course, she was a vampire.

He whipped around and caught her wrist. This unexpected blur of movement surprised her. And, quite honestly, it surprised him as well.

What the hell. . .?

He really had some questions for the dagger. His body looked to be wired for defense, acting on its own like— Oh, shit bacon . . . Like he was possessed.

They exchanged an intimate moment, staring into each other’s exotic eyes, eyes that would, no doubt, be a telling revelation of the King of Shadows.

He quickly looked away. “Oh, sorry about that. These tables are open, right?”

Challenger Sarah huffed. “Technically speaking, yes. But guilds aren’t stupid restaurants. Go somewhere else!”

Dhane glanced at her and then away again. Oddly enough—vibrating through her wrist that he was still holding for some dumb reason—she had a heartbeat. She was breathing. For a vampire, she seemed very much alive.

“What if I don’t eat?” he asked, shrugging to show how much the food didn’t matter and swinging her hand around.

Let go, he projected to his new dagger. Let go, let go, let go! Finally, he dropped her wrist and said, “I just want a quiet place to wait. Is that okay?”

Challenger Sarah glared for a long moment, then exhaled through her nose. “Fine. Go sit at a stupid table. But no food! I don’t give a shit if the Reditai are paying for it.”

“Alright, no problem.” Dhane raised his hands, surrendering the point to her. “I appreciate your hospitality.”

He flicked his eyes to hers again for reasons beyond logic. He just wanted to see her, not by her vibration lines, but by everything else, the elements that made her . . . her. And that didn’t make any damn sense.

She was cold and mean and . . . something beneath it all: scared and confused? He had felt it before when he called to her affinity two days ago. There was more to her than this persona, this mask she wore.

And yet, every glance was a risk of being discovered. He turned and walked to a lone table in a corner, her eyes watching him go.

Water trickled down the wall here, spraying little droplets onto green and yellow plants that somehow grew underground.

He pulled a chair out and sat. The table had unlit candles, but as soon as he took a seat, little flames ignited from their tops. There were plates, cups, and utensils, all prepared with exacting care only to not be used.

It was a grand show of extravagance, and it was all concocted by the priests of Light to . . . what? Gain favor? All he knew was the Reditai were spending a vast fortune to hire a lot of people.

It didn’t make sense.

Sure, they could use people to search for Dedu Tedu Novus, but did they really need this many people? And if that was all they wanted, why the service marks, quests, and lotteries? Why care at all about stats and party tiers? Why incite public discontentment with a mandatory draft?

Something else was happening. Whenever the enemy did something that didn’t make sense, it was cause for alarm.

Dhane was alarmed.

But there wasn’t anything he could do about it. He simply had to sit and wait and try not to go insane thinking about it. Aaliyah would win her place as leader, they would form their squad, and he’ll get some much-needed answers.

It was time to focus on something he had more control over . . . theoretically, something that had awakened a whole different set of concerns.

He pulled his new dagger from its sheath, knowing way more about it than he should. It was a stunning piece of craftsmanship.

The blade had a blue tinge to the steel. Lines in the shape of sunbeams spread out from the hilt, down the blade, slicing through striations. And when the candlelight reflected from these lines, it seemed to linger, as if the lines absorbed a part of the fire’s energy.

It had a thin cross-guard, leaf-decorated ferrule, black leather-wrapped grip, and a square pommel that revealed a sun on four sides with a ruby at the center.

He mentally opened the Inventory app and pulled up the dagger’s stats.

¤ Lumanima Vvitablade [9-13 damage]

× Legendary Dagger · Lvl. 11

» Durability: 207/207

·

« Requirements

» 8 Strength

» 12 Dexterity

» 23 Intelligence

» 18 Vitality

·

« Effects

» +2 to Lowest Attribute

» +2 to Highest Attribute

·

« Skills

» Scorching Radiance [Lvl. 3]

¤ Scorching Radiance [Enchantment · Lvl. 3]

» Mana: 23

» Damage: 37 + 2 DoT, 0.5 sec tick, 3 sec

·

» Imbue your weapon with radiance and deal an additional 37 [Enchantment Level × 1/2 Intelligence] fire damage. When triggered on piercing weapons, deal an additional 2 Damage Over Time every 0.5 seconds for 3 seconds.

This . . . had a bit of unpacking to do. First and foremost, what were the chances that his current, unaltered stats were identical to the dagger’s requirements? Even its level was the same as his.

It just kept getting weirder.

The Effect bonus was fantastic in how it raised his lowest and highest attribute stats. His Strength stat was now 10, and his Intelligence was 25, which meant Octoralis was level 15.

That was a scary thought.

<Nuh-uh!> Octoralis projected back. <I be stronger every day, Daddy!>

“It’s a scary thought for everyone else.” And scary that she could now grow up to 13.5 feet, deal 90 damage in one hit, have 225 health, and was somehow still seen as an assassin.

Yeah . . . terrifying.

“You make me look bad, you know?”

<I do not!> she projected with a swirl of sadness. <I work very very very hard to make you happy. You no happy? You-u-u punish me?>

“Whoa. . . . What I meant was, you’re showing me up. You’re so freaking awesome that, relatively speaking, I suck.”

<Oh! I see, Daddy. I can pretend to suck so you feel better?>

He sighed. That definitely wasn’t what he wanted. The point of the matter was, he was a summoner. The summons were supposed to be the strongest part of the kit.

He just so happened to also be an assassin. And back when he was given a choice of a class, he wanted to be a light warrior. It was hard to sit back and let everyone else do the work.

<You no have to, Daddy. You get stronger, too!>

Except, that wasn’t really him at the duel, was it? He didn’t know how to fight like that. It was the dagger. It was the entity within the dagger that had to have possessed him.

Now . . . there was a solution to that. A legendary item had a very good chance of making a lot of money if he—

Hmm. He had the sudden urge to stab himself. Given the fact that he didn’t just do it, it either gave him a false sense of security or reassurance.

A slow, quiet voice whispered from the back of his mind, <You’re not possessed.> It was markedly male, old sounding, and exhausted.

One of these days, Dhane would get used to all the various entities that only he could hear. Maybe he wasn’t dead, and this was the psych ward.

<You’re . . . not crazy,> said his talking dagger.

“What did you do to me?” he asked. “What did we trade? And why are your stat requirements the same as mine?”

“Ah!” said a grinning young woman with gypsum white skin, hair, and dress as if she was trying to be a ghost. The only part of her that had a strong contrast to everything else were her red eyes.

She rushed over and took the seat next to him. “You talk to your weapons, too?”

Okay, maybe he wasn’t the only patient at the local loony bin. That thought got a dry chuckle from the dagger.

“Sometimes. . .?” he said.

“Nice! High five!” she called, thrusting her palm up and waiting expectantly for Dhane to fulfill his social obligation, which he did.

She giggled, lifted herself up using the armrests, then crossed her legs beneath her dress before sitting again. “It’s not strange, is it? Everyone thinks I’m the weird one because I think everything deserves a bit of positivity.”

“Do your weapons talk back?” he asked.

“Ehhh, hehee, no? But that doesn’t mean they don’t appreciate it, right? Err, does your dagger talk to you. . .?”

He smiled and answered as a politician would. “Wouldn’t it be cool if it did?”

“Yes! It would be so super cool. These are my weapons,” she said, then furrowed her forehead in concentration.

Streams of translucent liquid intermixed with swirling crimson flowed from her palms. The streams hardened into two stilettos.

Before today, he would have called them a thin, needlelike dagger, the blades eight inches long. But before today, he wasn’t possessed.

<You’re not possessed. . . .> said the possessing entity in his mind, then sighed.

Well, if he wasn’t possessed, how did he catch Challenger Sarah’s wrist? And why didn’t he let go when he wanted to? Those were red flags, red flags indeed.

The young woman in white let out a breath and tilted to the side as if lightheaded. “Ehhh. . . . Oops.” She shook her head before sitting up straight again.

“Sorry,” she said. “I . . . well, it’s nothing. This!”—she raised her right dagger—“is Shiba, named after my favorite cryptocurrency. And this is Doge!

“I borrowed money from a loan shark to buy the dip, and . . . well, it wasn’t a dip, it was a crash, something about a bear and crypto winter. I don’t really understand it, to be honest.”

“You were murdered?”

“Hehee . . . yeah? But it was totally my fault. You can hardly call it murder. You see, I’m not super good at risk assessment. Or money, for that matter.”

She slumped to the side, and her daggers lost their form, turning to flakes of crimson that dissolved into the air.

There was something obviously wrong with her, so he asked, “Are you okay?”

“Hmm?” she looked up, her red eyes distant, unfocused, reflecting crystal light. “Oh, I just haven’t had a snack for a while.”

“You need food?”

“Essence. Everyone has a different flavor, a purity we call it. I’d be alright with some corrupted essence right about now. My tummy is going grumble grumble grumble. Well, it’s not food, not really. It’s kind of like mind food.”

“So does your mind go grumble grumble?”

She smiled. “I guess so. It’s not like I need essence to survive. I just feel . . . empty. Like you’ve been craving something sweet for eons, and every time you open the cupboard, it’s empty and sad.

“Here’s a free tip on Vampire Keeping 101: to keep your vampire happy, you need to top them off from time to time.”

She looked at him and perked up. “Hey . . . can I have some of you? We’re friends, right? I don’t care what purity level you are. Anything would help.”

“I’m not sure I’m healthy.”

“Oh . . . please! My Mistress doesn’t let me drink from her blood bag. I’m practically running on fumes.”

“You’re not a challenger?”

“Ha! Me? No. . . . I’m a glorified secretary for the guild. I hardly make enough to buy essence once a week, not with my debts. I’ve got to win it over the old-fashioned way: charm.”

She reached over and drew a finger down his lips. “Pleeease. You don’t want me to starve, do you?” She pushed her lips out into a pout.

“I . . .”

“My charm’s not working? How about this one?” She lightly bit her bottom lip, showing off her pearly white fangs.

Dhane sighed. “You’d just be taking some health, right?”

She laughed and clapped. “Yes, that’s all. Just a bit of health, nothing more, nothing you won’t regenerate in a few minutes after the trait goes away.”

He wanted to ask about the trait but knew he would go along with it anyway. “Alright, what do I need to do?”

“Ehhh, it’s best to take it from your neck. . . .”

“My hood stays up.”

“Okay, okay! That’s no problem.” She took his hand in hers, her skin soft and warm. “I can take it from your wrist. You have to be willing, or all I’m going to get is the chalky taste of armor. No one is happy when that happens.”

“I’m willing,” he said, letting the flow of his life essence swirl down his arm. Releasing it was a whole hell of a lot easier than containing it.

She nodded, drew his sleeve back, and licked her lips. Her heart was thudding to a tune of excitement, of hunger, of need.

She lifted his wrist and lowered her mouth, her white hair tickling his fingers. Sharp pain sliced into his skin, followed by a surge of warmth, of tingling pleasure.

He could sense fragments of her soul entwining with his, embracing like a hug, the sharing of comfort and support and acceptance.

She broke off abruptly, drew in a sharp breath, eyes wide, and shivered, arms clasped over her chest. “Wow. . . . Ar-are you an Elite? No! A Chosen?”

He had barely lost 12 points of health and gained a new trait.

¤ Vampiric Bliss [Trait]

» Health: 12

» Duration: 9 minutes, 52 seconds

·

» You have given your essence to a vampire and have received a sliver of their soul in return, offering solace and a sense of happiness. Prevents the ability to regenerate health consumed by the vampire for 10 minutes.

He was at least a Favored follower of the Sisters of Death, and he only knew that because of all the damn smoke. But none of the divinities had specifically told him anything.

“How would I know?” he asked, genuinely curious.

She laughed, eyes sparkling and full of life as if someone had replaced her generic, dying batteries with Duracell.

“If you have to ask,” she said, “then maybe you’re not. But you’re like super pure. I’ve never tasted anything like you. Everything is so detailed, and I haven’t even used the essence yet.”

She leaned forward, arms clasped behind her back, a slight twist of her mouth into a smile. “I like your cat ears. And you have pretty eyes!”

“Are you drunk?” Was that what happened to vampires after feeding? She didn’t seem tipsy, though. She seemed invigorated.

“Oh! I’m Evelyn, by the way,” she said and held out her hand. “I never got your name.”

Dhane accepted her hand and said, once again regretting his stupid name, “It’s Dhanelle.”

Evelyn looked across the empty tables, all decorated in finery. She unfolded her legs and moved her chair as close as possible to his. Then, in a whisper, she said, “Take me with you.”

It wasn’t a request, nor was it a demand. It was a statement of desire, revealed without reservation or protection from rejection.

“What?” he asked.

“Shhh. It’s not so uncommon. Vampires can’t grow without essence, and I’m barely level six. I joined this guild because I wanted to be a challenger, but all I do is coffee runs and organize schedules. I’d much rather be your blood slave.”

“What!” he asked again, drawing the attention of Challenger Sarah and a few other guild members.

“Shhh! If they hear me,” she said in an even lower whisper, “I could get blacklisted. But if I am recruited by a new master, they can’t wrong me for leaving. If you wanted, you could satisfy a whole den of slaves.”

“Wha—”

She pressed a finger to his lips. “It’s not real slavery. It’s just what it’s called. A blood slave can leave at any time. I’d do anything you wanted,” she said, then glared. “No, not that. This is strictly professional.”

“I wasn’t thinking that,” he said defensively.

<Yes, you were, Daddy,> Octoralis projected with judgment. His dagger agreed.

Oi. . . . Life was going to be like the Minority Report. He couldn’t control his thoughts, but he could control his actions.

Evelyn summoned her phone, a Samsung Galaxy in pearl white. She tapped a few times and held it out. “You don’t have to decide right this minute. Here’s my contact information.

“But, Dhanelle? Just think about the benefits. I get essence so I can finally grow more powerful. And you get loot, experience, money, whatever you want.”

It wasn’t a bad deal at all. In exchange for ten minutes worth of Vampiric Bliss a day—feeling happy, that was the cost—he’d have a full-time worker. Then again, he had a few hundred of those.

What was he thinking? He was the King of Shadows, destined to return to his realm . . . hopefully. The moment she discovered his identity, the deal would be off.

Unless she didn’t care? Devron didn’t care. Aaliyah didn’t care. Tom, Aditi, Reditus Leon, none of them cared. Maybe instead of making the decisions for others, he’d allow them to decide for themselves.

He reached out toward her phone, trailing lines of smoke that solidified into metal and glass, and tapped their devices together.

“That’s super cool,” she said.

It was at this time that the great and mysterious, ancient entity decided to impart words of wisdom by saying, <Save them. . . .>

Save who! he psychically shot back to the void that didn’t reply. Octoralis stirred up a sensation of confusion, and his dagger seemed to be snoring.

The only time the ancient entity projected its I am Groot equivalent, the meaning was derived from its timing. There was something he needed to do right this very moment, but what?

Evelyn had a gleam of determination in her eyes. “You’ve already paid me for the day,” she said. “Let me show you how valuable I can be.”

And just like that, it clicked, that odd something he couldn’t place before. The thing that was off about the Hall of Guilds?

Cobalins.

There were no Cobalins. No little green people sweeping and polishing and carrying their slave stones around, forced into an eternal, miserable existence.

This realization triggered another so obvious that he wanted to kick himself: He was beneath the arena, the arena that just so happened to house the one and only repaired cemetery of Shadow in Ceratree City.

“Okay,” he said, an idea forming. The ancient entity did not speak by accident. It did not mistime its message. Evelyn was key to its plan.

“Really? What can I do?”

“You must pass a test.”

She arched an eyebrow and leaned forward, attentive and eager to succeed.

“First, you need to know that I’m not from Ceratree. If you join me, you may find yourself in strange, perhaps uncomfortable, places.”

She swallowed and nodded.

“Second,” he said, pointing to his two negative reputation points, “I tread the line of what most would consider being right and wrong.

“There is a vast realm of gray, of hard decisions, of sacrifice. You don’t strike me as someone who can live that life.

“But,” he said, reaching out for her affinity and projecting truth, “if you pass my test, I promise to accept your . . . servitude.”

“What’s the test?”

“It’s a simple, inconsequential breaking of the rules, going against the flow of expectation from a goodly citizen.”

She held her breath.

“Take me to the cemetery of Shadow.”


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



“But it’s—” Evelyn started to say, then stopped herself. She worried her bottom lip, the patter of her heart quickening.

Dhane could almost see the gears of her mind grinding, weighing the pros and cons against her current life. The fact that she didn’t immediately agree was a testament to her integrity.

This was a young woman who was murdered by some greedy asshats and held no hard feelings. She took responsibility for her mistakes and freely admitted when she was wrong.

That was someone he could work with.

Everyone lived in glass bubbles. Their world views, their opinions, forged from a lifetime of experience. To break the bubble—to see someone else’s truths—was nigh impossible. But it was these types of people who just might look past the dogma and accept a world where Cobalins were not the enemy.

“I’ll do it,” she said in a whisper. “But are you sure? The entire labyrinth is off-limits and super guarded right now. I don’t know what they’ll do if we get caught.”

“What do you think they should do?”

She shrugged and looked around.

“If you’re not comfortable doing this, I know you won’t be comfortable being my . . . blood slave. But sometimes, you must break the rules and set your own path.

“And I’m not suggesting that you take up the mantle of Queen Evil. I may not follow all the rules, but I’d like to think I have a decent moral compass.”

Evelyn drew in a deep breath, nodded firmly, then exhaled. “I’m going to pass your test with flying colors,” she said in a voice that belied confidence, her heart still racing.

She stood, and her chair scraped the stone floor, making her back tense. “You, ehhh, need to pretend to be my boyfriend. Is that okay? And let me do all the talking.”

“As you wish,” Dhane said, standing. “It’s your test. You pass if we get to our destination. You fail if we get caught beforehand.”

“And if we get caught after?”

“It’s not ideal, but that’s not your test. They’ll probably slap our wrists and hand out negative reputation points.”

She had an odd expression, a mixture of excitement and apprehension. She moved in close to him and tentatively wrapped her arm around his.

“Don’t . . .” she said bashfully, “get any ideas.”

“I’m not.”

<You are, Daddy.>

Le sigh. Here, pretty soon, he was going to leave Octoralis in the guild while he went off on his fake date to the lovely labyrinth below.

<Don’t leave me!> she projected, and a swirl of concern filled his chest.

I won’t, he replied, but I also don’t need a commentary on every stray thought I have. Especially sexual ones. I can’t control them!

<Yes, Daddy. . . .>

Evelyn led him around the tables and into a wide hallway. The ceiling was vaulted and ribbed as if they were stepping into a cathedral. Tall stone statues of vampires glared down at them from the sides.

They passed sitting rooms decorated with paintings and plants; study rooms full of long tables, levitating light crystals, and hundreds of books that students were reading; a vast dining room and kitchen; and more than a few guards wearing the guild’s livery: black leather and chain armor with a red eye on their shoulder pads.

There were offshoot hallways to individual quarters and a few sets of stairs that ascended to what felt like the above-ground portion of the guildhall where non-member interactions were likely held.

No one paid them—and more importantly, him—any attention. The two of them were just a lovey-dovey couple, arm-in-arm, walking down the hallway.

Evelyn turned the corner and tensed. The hallway opened to a courtyard or training yard . . . a bit of both. It had an auburn sky magically transposed beneath the angled ceiling, an illusion Dhane easily picked apart.

Wide side paths wrapped the square yard, trapping the middle section behind low walls and arches for spectators, of which there were a good two dozen.

At the center of the yard stood a man with long black hair, light brown skin, and red eyes. He had a commanding presence, wearing some form of dark crimson armor.

To the naked eye, the armor looked quite similar to studded leather. But the vibrations painted a different picture, one that flowed with a sense of life as if the armor had a second layer.

A woman jumped four feet into the air, spinning toward the man. Blood shot out from her outstretched hand and hardened into a long narrow blade.

The man didn’t block. He stepped back and angled his body in such a way that the opposing sword would glide down the length of him, unhindered.

That special layer of armor shifted. It pooled forward precisely where the blade would hit and absorbed the attack. A -27 in white drifted above the man, and the spectators clapped.

“Sangarma,” the man said, flicking his fingers at the woman in dismissal, “is not an armor skill you trigger and forget. It is a living aspect of our combat style.

“That was Lilith’s strongest attack, reduced to a fraction of the total damage by nothing other than a sidestep and a projection of my will.

“This protection allows for flexibility, to purposely take damage and create openings in the opponent’s defense.

“Vampires will always outlast an opponent by exchanging blows. We take their essence and use it against them. But it is a skill that needs to be developed and refined.”

Evelyn squeezed Dhane’s arm. She did her best to act naturally while also walking a step faster than normal, looking straight ahead.

Some of the spectators glanced her way, which only drew the attention of the man presenting. He angled his eyes and said, “Evelyn?”

She stopped, licked her lips, then plastered on a weak smile. “Dariel,” she said, voice quivering.

He motioned to someone who started telling the others to line up in pairs, then walked out of the yard, stepping close enough to have a quiet conversation. “Given your position, you should know the bylaws, yes?”

“Ehhh, yes, I’m super aware. But he’s a . . . blood bag.” She nodded, smiling wider at finding a lie that seemed convincing.

“There is an entrance for blood bags.”

“Yes, but Peter is fixing it. He converted the whole section to stone to . . . err, stop the foundation from cracking?”

“Has this blood bag signed his contract and been paid?”

“Of course! That was the first thing I took care of. You can check with Mateo in record keeping.”

“I trust you wouldn’t lie,” Dariel said coldly. “If his paperwork is complete, then there are other ways to handle this.” He touched a ruby pendant, and it glowed softly.

“Wait! You don’t—”

The man blurred. In that infinitesimally non-existent span of time between moments, he shifted his body, drawing a hand through the air, wrist up, blood forming into a katana.

The blade was a flash of gleaming crimson, aimed at Dhane’s neck. It sliced into shifting smoke where ¤ Lumanima Vvitablade materialized, perfectly held in a defensive angle, stopping the attack instantly.

Dagger, he projected, are you still possessing me?

<You are not . . . possessed,> it replied, wearily, its words laced with the desire for more mana, mana it may get after this whole ordeal, once they could have a serious—and lengthy—one-on-one chat.

“He’s an S rank!” Evelyn said quickly. “It’s why I’m personally escorting him.”

Dariel sniffed the air, barely making a sound or moving. His red eyes had a hunger to them. He smiled, dismissed his blade to flakes of crimson, and said, “I look forward to consuming your essence.”

Dhane wanted to reply with something witty or uncomfortable, something like, You can take it from my teat. But he held his tongue. His witty comments only made things worse, and he had agreed to let Evelyn do all of the talking.

Dariel returned to the yard where half the men and women had weapons out while the other half waited like practice dummies.

Evelyn pinched her eyes shut and let out a shaky breath, doing her best to cut the flow of blood to Dhane’s arm.

“Are you okay?” he asked quietly.

She gave him an uncertain smile and led him further into the guild.

This back area was practically deserted. None of the walls expressed themselves with elements of grandeur: no paintings, no statues, no intricate carvings.

“I . . .” she said, leaning on him a little more than she probably realized. “I didn’t know they would be there. They never used to practice on Sunday. The draft has everything screwed up.”

She moaned. “I’m going to get into so much trouble. You may think this draconian, but Sanguis whips rule breakers in front of the entire guild.”

“That’s terrible,” he said.

“It is. But it’s also super effective at deterring misbehavior like lying to the second in command. Ehhh. . . . I feel like I’m going to be sick.”

She was putting everything on the line for him, and she had just met him. “Why?” he asked, then quickly realized she couldn’t read his thoughts and clarified, “I mean, why agree to my test?”

Evelyn didn’t answer immediately. They walked slowly, and she studied the dim stone tiles. The light crystals needed more mana, and no one down here seemed to care.

Finally, in a whisper—as if the words she had prepared had never been given life to exist outside of herself, to be heard and judged and condemned—she said, “Because I’m trapped.”

She seemed to deflate with this admittance. “My first week was glorious. I finally felt like I had found a place where I belonged, a family: people like me, people who understood what it was like to be a vampire in the land of Light, people with my goals.

“I did everything they asked. I worked myself to soul dust, day and night, telling myself how very happy I was to do it.

“But every- single- time I applied for challenger training, they turned me down. I wasn’t good enough. I wasn’t worth their essence.

“This home started to feel like a prison. I didn’t even realize it until I drank your essence. It’s like I’ve been in a brain fog for the last year, a zombie.

“I’ve been the side character to my own story for too long. I’m just so sick of watching others succeed while I fail, working harder than any of them.”

Dhane could relate.

He graduated at the top of his class, a 4.0 student, through and through. Then, when it came to the job market, no one was hiring. The people getting jobs had years or decades of experience.

He spent months jumping through their hoops, months of applying and paperwork and interviews, all to get his foot in the door, then promptly dismissed with a default rejection email.

Freelancing turned the tide. Freelancing allowed him to work on his own terms. It was never easy, but every project was a stepping stone to being a better writer and growing his business.

“So why Sanguis?” he asked. “Why not go out on your own?”

“Because a vampire doesn’t gain experience points like everyone else, they gain essence. Mob essence is either very, very small, or the mob is too difficult to kill.

“Humans have the best essence, especially those favored by their divinity. You gave me almost a quarter level, and I barely took your essence. I’ve never even heard of that happening before. That’s more than I’ve gotten for the last two months!”

Huh. Now it made sense why she’d be willing to give up everything for his secret sauce. “But you could still kill mobs or gather herbs or some type of resource, then sell it for essence, right? You don’t need me or the guild.”

“You’d think,” she said and sighed. “But the guild and the clans already own the best blood bags. I could pay a normal person and gain some essence. It’d just take a very long time. And leveling outside of the guild would hurt my chances of being picked for challenger training.”

“I’m kind of happy I’m not a vampire.”

“Sometimes, I wish I wasn’t. But I really like being a vampire. I like how it makes me feel, just so full of life.”

“Unless you’re starving.”

“You wouldn’t let me starve, would you?”

“Nope! I’ve been through Vampire Keeping 101. That’s an accredited course, right?”

She laughed. They turned the corner to a short hallway leading to a large door. A single guard stood to the side, slumped forward, a leather strap wrapped around his neck and anchored to the wall.

Dhane reacted without a second’s worth of hesitation. He dropped Evelyn’s arm and crossed the distance, shoved the guard back against the wall, and sliced the leather collar off with a newly formed dagger.

The guard’s eyes sprang open. He was a big guy with a broad chest, one sleeveless arm covered in tribal tattoos, and curly black hair that ran about shoulder length.

“Are you alright?” Dhane asked.

“What da hell!” the guy yelled, trying to withdraw his sword.

“Laki!” Evelyn said. “Calm down.”

“You know this lōlō haole?”

“He’s my . . . boyfriend.”

“Ah. . . . Brah! Fo’ what you attacking me like that? You play dangerous game. I cut you up and make my sister mad.”

Dhane took a step back. “You were hanging from the wall. I thought you were in trouble.”

“This? Haha, nah man. Kanak attack—just a nap. Grind lots of free draftees’ food, broke da mouth, delicious. Eat lots, sleep lots. But only get paid when I’m on my feet. Got in trouble, layin’ down, so I fix problem!”

Dhane handed the ruined collar over.

“Brah. . . .”

“Sorry about that.”

“Ha! No matter. Just a thing. No harm done. So howzit? I’m Laki.”

“Dhane . . . lle!”

Laki smiled. He grabbed Dhane’s shoulders, pulled him in close, then rested forehead on mask, breathing in deeply. “Very good to meet you, Dhane-L.”

When Dhane was released, he had a stirring sense of familiarity with the guy as if they had just exchanged affinity requests.

Laki greeted Evelyn the same way, then asked, “He has mask. You go to big party?”

“No,” Evelyn said. “But I’d super appreciate it if you’d let us go below . . . off the record?”

“Bah! I was gonna ask for flare cake. But below, you say? Ahhh, yes, looking for sexy time in kinky place?”

Evelyn blushed.

“Kālā?” he asked, rubbing his fingers together, then laughed and waved the idea away. “I joke! Go have your fun. I, great keeper of secrets.”

Laki pulled a deadbolt free and opened the door. He slapped Dhane on the shoulder and winked. “Lucky man, Dhane-L. You be good to her.”

“Thanks, Laki,” Evelyn said.

“Bring me cake next time, yeah?”

She laughed and agreed, then led the way down a set of stone steps to a large room full of barrels, barely lit by dim crystals. The door closed behind them.

“So . . .” Dhane said, “you want to seduce me for my essence?”

Evelyn spun around, arms crossing her chest. “No! Th-that was just an excuse to get in here.”

“What is this place?”

“The undercroft. It connects with the labyrinth, but most people don’t know that. Perks of being a gofer, I guess.”

She pulled a crystal from the wall and infused it with her mana. It glowed a radiant yellow. “We keep our aged essence here. It’s like wine and essence combined. Ehhh . . . kind of disgusting, to be honest, and it doesn’t help your progress, not one bit.

“I’m told it’s an acquired taste, but that’s like saying cold leftovers are an acquired taste. I’d much rather get it hot from the . . . source. . . .” She eyed him, then swallowed hard.

“If you need more,” he said, waving his wrist, “I don’t mind. No seduction required.”

She blew out a breath. “I wish. You’re pure temptation. You know that, right?”

“What, now I’m the seducer?”

“You’re like a walking banana split, drizzled with hot fudge and caramel, dollops of whip cream, and topped with maraschino cherries. One look at you, and it’s all I can think about.

“But I can’t feed again from the same person until after twenty torturous hours. Or . . . I can, technically, but doing so won’t help my progress, and it’ll reset the timer. It’s just a dumb vampire thing.”

She shook her head to rid herself of such thoughts, then crossed the room, holding her crystal out, dress fluttering around her legs. She was an orbiting sun in the darkness, casting sharp shadows.

“With any luck,” she said, stopping at a blank section of wall, “our passage will still be open.”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Dhane asked, wondering if there was supposed to be a door here. The stone wall wasn’t an illusion.

“I heard,” she said, trailing a finger across the stone blocks, “they were sealing off a lot of sections. With the new menagerie complete, there’s less of a need to maintain the labyrinth, and large dark places will spawn mobs.

“Some of the guilds are fighting to keep it open. Mobs are a good way to train newer members, and the location is quite convenient. But there are others who never liked the labyrinth. Did you know it was here before the city? Some race of Shadow built it super long ago.”

“Cobalins?”

“I doubt it, but maybe?” She drew three triggering lines, and the stone blocks moved, sliding and rotating inward until a passage formed.

Evelyn grinned. “It’s still here, and I know exactly where the cemetery is. It’s not that far away. Follow me!”

She grabbed his arm and led the way. They moved quickly through the dark tunnels, the only light glowing from her crystal.

A few minutes later, they turned a familiar corner. He had walked this path twice and instantly knew where he was.

Evelyn pulled him into the cemetery of Shadow. There was a mess of stone debris covering the floor, and the wall had a large chunk of it missing.

“Hehee, I did it!” she said. “I super passed your test, right? Flying colors, that’s what I said, and that’s what I did.”

Dhane was stuck in a little loop, eyes trailing the gaping hole in the wall where the cemetery’s sigils had been, to the stone slabs, and to the floor, then back again.

“Wow,” she said, walking forward. “I heard about what happened, but seeing it? Ehhh . . . it’s kind of creepy thinking that the one and only King of Shadows was actually here. Don’t you think?”

She turned and looked at him expectantly.

“It’s . . . destroyed. . .?” he asked.

“Ehhh, yup. I thought you knew that.”

“But didn’t they rebuild it?”

“Rebuild?” she asked and laughed. “Those of Light can’t build a cemetery of Shadow. This was here since the labyrinth existed.”

“Then what happened to the Cobalins?”

“They’re . . . gone. They all freaked out and attacked the guilds. A lot of them died as if they wanted to die. It was super weird. But then the Reditai came and took the rest of them away.”

Dammit! He needed to go strangle some ancient black cloud of few words. What was the point of coming here if not to destroy the cemetery again?

<Save them. . . .>

He full-knuckle punched the wall, cracking the stone, igniting the embers of rage in his chest. A -4 in white slid out from his fist and faded into the shadows.

Evelyn jerked.

That voice was always there as if attached to his soul, waiting to whisper those obnoxiously ambiguous words into the back of his mind.

Octoralis soothed the rage, and he took in a deep breath. Calm, tranquility, focus. He was better than this. There had to be a reason, a reason he’d see if he wasn’t so blinded by emotion.

Returning to the cemetery of Shadow had revealed unknown truths. There was no new cemetery. The Reditai had other plans for the Cobalins, plans that just might be revealed at the masquerade, a masquerade he most certainly needed to attend.

“Dhanelle. . .?” Evelyn asked, her voice holding an edge of caution. “Why do you care about—” Her voice cut off. Her heart skipped a beat. Her eyes widened.

She stumbled backward and crashed to the ground, her crystal clattering away. She kicked at the stone floor and pushed herself back to the wall. “You’re . . . him?”

Dhane sighed. Why did he suck so damn much at everything? He couldn’t even maintain a decent disguise.

Octoralis summoned herself, jumping from his soul to a storm of smoke. She materialized on the stone slab about three feet tall and bore down at their little captive vampire.

Evelyn started to cry. “Please,” she said in a small voice.

“What are you doing?” Dhane asked Octoralis.

<She must die, Daddy! She will tell others.>

“Stop!” he yelled. “You know that’s not what I want.”

<Of course, I do. But Daddy, that is why I must do it. You will not.>

“I’m just a nobody,” Evelyn said. “I won’t tell anyone. I super, super swear it. You don’t have to consume my soul. I-I—”

“Consume your soul?”

“Th-that’s what everyone is saying. Souls give you power. But please . . . please don’t take mine.”

Oi. People thought he was doing what the Changed Reditai were doing. How did it come to this, with everyone so incredibly wrong, so incredibly deceived?

He walked up slowly, hands out, padding the air as if such a motion could fan her fears away. “I don’t know how to convince you of this, but I’m not a soul-devouring devil.”

“I . . . don’t believe you,” she barely whispered.

Alright, take two with a splash of humor. In his terrible Russian accent, he said, “I am bad guy, but this does not mean I am . . . bad guy.” When this didn’t ease the tension, he asked, “Not a Disney fan?”

She didn’t say anything, didn’t move, didn’t breathe. She watched him while her heart competed for the Olympic gold in the 200-meter sprint.

He looked at Octoralis, wrangling with his own fight-or-flight response. “You’re scaring her. Go make sure no one is coming.”

<But, Daddy. . . .>

“Please?”

Octoralis let out a psychic breath. She dropped off the slab, gave Evelyn the stink eye, then sprinted out of the room and down the tunnel.

Dhane said, “She freaks me out, too.”

<I heard that, Daddy.>

“But I still love you,” he called back, and she replied with warm fuzzies.

He knelt next to Evelyn, and she flinched. Her tears, wet on her cheeks, reflected the only light source in the room: her dropped crystal.

He retrieved it and handed it to her, but she wouldn’t take it. “You’re afraid of my rumor, not me. We’ve been talking for the last hour. Do you really think I’m some evil monster?”

“You’re the King of Shadows,” she whispered and sniffed, then dried her eyes with the sleeve of her dress.

“And?”

“You’re . . . trying to enslave humanity,” she said a bit firmer, drawing upon some new courageous flame. “You’re going to destroy the lands of Light and bring forth the demons of hell. You are evil incarnate, my . . . enemy.”

“Wow,” he said with a chuckle. “And that’s your assessment of me, or is that what someone else told you to believe?”

<Daddy! There are guards!>

He turned away, feeling for the vibration lines down the tunnel. Two guards were jogging toward the cemetery.

Dammit! It was his stupid service mark. He was a little green dot that had strayed far from the flock. He said, “Look, I made—”

Evelyn shoved off the ground and grabbed the front of his neck, slamming him into the wall with enough force to deal 9 damage.

She held him with one hand, the other holding a perfectly crimson stiletto, shaking in her grip, not a piece of it transparent like it was when she had first showed it off.

“Shiba?” he asked.

Evelyn’s brows were pinched. She burned with determination to do the right thing, to be the vampire she had endeavored to be.

Maybe she thought about how taking out the King of Shadows would give her everything she wanted. And maybe that was true.

<Daddy. . .?> Octoralis projected, having returned to his soul. They didn’t have much time. She was ready and able to kill Evelyn in one painless attack. But he didn’t want that!

Evelyn was a good person, a reasonable person, a person with goals and problems, wants and wishes. He didn’t want to give up on her, yet she wasn’t giving him much of a choice.

Her true threat wasn’t Shiba or Doge. She was only a level six. Her true threat was her knowledge, knowledge she could give the guards.

But he had to try, so he said, “You probably think this is your chance to prove everyone wrong, to prove your worth. But you’ve been down that path. Set your own path.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Evelyn. You are my blood slave, right? My essence is yours; your service is mine. That was our promise, and I keep my promises.”

“Dhanelle?” a guard called, his voice echoing from down the tunnel. “It says he’s down there. But I don’t want to go down there.”

“You’re such a lazy sod,” another guy said.

“Fine, Donny, you go.”

“I will. I’ll do my bloody job. It’s just a broken cemetery. Nothing to be afraid about.”

There was no more time left, no more delaying, no more giving out chances. Disappointment felt like a heavy and terrible stickiness in his chest.

Octoralis knew what to do.

The vibration lines of a guard started forward, holding a mace at the ready, blue light from his crystal inching its way into the room.

Evelyn’s dagger burst into little flakes of crimson. She grabbed the sides of Dhane’s face and . . . kissed him. Not a little peck but a full-on, passionate, yearning kiss, accented with the soft hum of her moan.

Her lips on his were a tingling warmth. Her taste, her smell, her touch were electric, frying his brain not just with the rousing pleasure of physical connection but with her answer: she had chosen her own path, a path that included him.

“Really?” the guard said at the tunnel’s opening. He was a stout man with a handlebar mustache, wearing a deerstalker cap. “Doug, they’re just snogging in here.”

“They? Are they naked?” Doug asked, then quickly appeared behind Donny, standing two feet taller and broader, partly bald with pale skin cloaked in blue light.

“Gah, you absolute pervy muppet. Go shag in a brothel. We’re not creepers!”

“Oh, hey,” Dhane said, pulling away from Evelyn—which proved physically and psychologically difficult—“is it time for the Choosing already?”


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Of all the places Dhane could have been taken to, this wasn’t even on the list. In fact, he didn’t think such a place existed in the whole of Olindale, not with the complete inability to produce excrement.

He was, officially, standing in a spacious bathroom, a very nice spacious bathroom, but a spacious bathroom nonetheless.

There were urinals made of seashells, stalls formed in crystal, and a fountain drained to a conduit sink that ran below a wall of mirrors.

Guards dawdled in small talk, gorging themselves on jelly-filled, powdered doughnuts and sipping from cups of black coffee.

Troublemakers, wrapped up in ¤ Lightning Ropes, sat in a makeshift lounge, a lounge where Dhane and Evelyn—still maintaining their act as two star-crossed lovers—were directed to sit, their wrists bound in front.

“Now, don’t—” Doug started to say before his attention snagged on a box of doughnuts propped up on a urinal across the room. “Why do the doughnuts always come when I’m gone! Donny, any bear claws? No. . .?”

He started to walk away, then turned back, pointing a finger. “Don’t cause any problems. Just sit there until you’re called. You got that? And if you make trouble, we’ll bind you to the chair like . . . What in tarnation?”

Doug was looking at a nice old grandma wrapped in a dozen red ropes. She was the kind of woman that always had freshly baked cookies on hand for the neighborhood kids or the one who taught Sunday school, spreading hope, love, and hugs.

“Cordelia,” he said in shock, “what on earth did you do?”

She glared back. “You think I’m joining your God damn, fucking draft?” She yanked at her bindings and screamed like a wraith as bursts of energy coursed through her, enough to cause her skin to evaporate to the silvery-white of her soul and wisp away.

Apparently . . . looks could be deceiving. . . .

“Nutty hag,” Doug’s partner Donny said, walking up and biting into a bear claw.

“Where’s mine?”

“Do I look like your mum? Don’t answer that. I probably do. Whatever minger can birth such a gormless git could easily be confused with half the lads in the city.”

“You’re such a nasty baboon!”

“Oh . . . I’m gutted. And you’re not helping your mum’s case. Anyhow, why aren’t they bound to their chairs? Doug, what the actual hell? I did all the bloody paperwork. What have you done?”

“They’re in the lounge, aren’t they? Paisley is watching . . . kind of. And I gave them a warning.”

“A warning, you say? That’s lovely, really. Well done. ‘You two be good now, or else.’ ” He slapped the back of Doug’s head. “Next time, you do the bloody paperwork, and I’ll stand here with my thumb up my bum, yeah?”

Donny shook his head and sighed. “Doug, you bring out the worst in me. Whatever. It’s on your record what happens to them. We’ve got our next assignment.”

“But I didn’t get a doughnut!”

“Tell your mum! Alright. . . . Fine. Take mine. I don’t like them anyway.”

“Then why did you take it?”

“Because it was the last bear claw, and you could lose a few stones,” Donny said, shoving Doug out the door.

“What a dick,” Dhane said.

Evelyn gave him an odd look.

“Hey, you’re making all sorts of assumptions with that look.”

“I am. . .?” She smiled innocently.

“You know,” he whispered, leaning in close, “I’m actually surprised you didn’t poke me full of holes and tell everyone . . . things.”

Octoralis shared in this confusion. She wasn’t one to give her trust easily, which was probably the safer approach, but sometimes you had to take that leap of faith or never find new friends, new allies.

He continued, “I didn’t even give you a good reason, I don’t think. But we’re not the bad guys. That’s what I was trying to convey with the stupid Wreck-It Ralph reference. I’m a nerd. What can I say?”

“It wasn’t stupid,” Evelyn said. “More . . . unexpected? I mean, if Hitler quoted Disney movies, would you trust him?”

“Wow. I’m Hitler, now?”

“Hehee, bad example?”

“Well, I certainly wouldn’t have kissed Hitler. . . .” he said, touching his lips and watching her from the corner of his eye.

“Ehhh. . . .” Evelyn said, blushing and fidgeting her hands. “It wasn’t li—” All of her muscles tensed. She clenched her jaw and shook, then gasped. “That really hurt! What is this thing?”

“Oh! I’m sorry. I should have warned you. It’s a Lightning Rope used to . . . well, bind people, obviously. Don’t fight it. You get arrested enough, and you kind of get used to them.”

“This is my first time being arrested, ever.” She held her wrists out and away from herself, fingers shaking.

“Paisley,” Dhane said, reasonably sure that was her name, the watching guard that wasn’t really watching anything, her forehead pressed against her desk.

“What do you want. . .?” she asked groggily.

“Can I take this off? She’s cooperating.”

Paisley sat up, yawned, then scanned the lounge until her droopy hazel eyes found him. She grinned. “When did Catwoman get booked?”

She had fawn-colored skin with hundreds of tiny brown freckles and extra curly brunette hair tied back into a ponytail.

Dhane sighed.

“Cat . . . man?”

“Can I take it off or not?”

“You can try,” she said with a half-laugh.

“Okay. Thanks. . . .”

“You’re very welcome.”

Well, pooey. Obviously, there was a catch. Were guards “guards” because they liked hurting others? Or maybe all the decent people had better things to do with their lives.

Evelyn wasn’t stupid. She understood the implications of attempting to remove someone else’s bindings. “We can leave it on. It’s super okay. I just won’t move.”

“I hate these ropes,” he said. “If I could, I’d destroy them all.” He looked past Evelyn, a little idea forming, and said, “Paisley, can I remove my own bindings?”

“Sure,” she said, “go right ahead.”

“Can I . . . remove everyone else’s bindings?” he asked, which got the attention of the others in the lounge: three guys and a girl.

“Why not,” Paisley said with a big grin, leaning forward expectantly. “This might just be the most entertainment I’ve had all day, which should tell you something.”

“That you’re a sadist?”

“What? No,” she said, frowning. “This is a shit assignment for draft day. Oh, ha ha, shit assignment in a bathroom, yeah, that’s not lost on me. The higher-ups sure have a sense of humor. But I’d much rather be out there, keeping the peace than bored out of my mind . . . babysitting.”

Maybe his opinions on guards were a bit biased. It didn’t help that he was always doing bad things—or, generally, being the enemy—that resulted in some form of punishment.

“I see,” he said and stood, taking on a new persona of a performer, “then for your entertainment, ladies and gentlemen, I shall enact one of my most requested magic tricks. No admission required.”

Everyone—the half dozen guards, the detainees, and one curious Evelyn—perked up. Magic promised fun, and fun was something that was clearly lacking in here.

“You’re a magician?” Paisley asked. “I guess that explains your getup. Please, wow us with your mysteries.”

“Very well. For my first trick, I shall escape my dangerous bonds,” he said, holding out his wrists for everyone to see.

Paisley stood. “Pshaw, that’s not magic. I’ve seen people wrestle their way out of their bonds, screaming bloody murder. Why not up the ante, Mr. Magic Cat?”

“What did you have in mind?”

She walked over to poor Cordelia’s set of ropes scattered about her chair. “Let’s see if you can escape a dozen Lightning Ropes . . . without dying.”

“Well . . . umm—”

“You promised entertainment,” Paisley said. “This will be entertaining. Right?” she asked the room, and everyone was in ecstatic agreement, everyone except Evelyn, who now worried her lower lip.

Dhane smiled the most convincing smile he could manage at the moment. “Are you sure you don’t want to dump me into a tank of ice water or light me on fire as well?”

Paisley actually considered it. And so, never mind, guards were pieces of trash that deserved to be eaten by Octoralis.

<Can I, Daddy?> she asked, already knowing the answer: no, or at the very least, not right now. But there was something she could do. . . .

“Wrap me up,” Dhane said, a tinge of uncertainty pooling into his stomach. His little knife trick wouldn’t work this time, but then again, he had another idea, something new and improved, something very much untested.

Paisley went above and beyond the call of duty. He was a standing mummy by the time she finished, unable to move in the slightest. Most of his focus was on balance, lest he timbered to the very solid tile floor.

The benefit of being wrapped in so many ¤ Lightning Ropes was how it gave him time to pull his stubborn life essence back to his core. Since the first time he manipulated it, he tried to keep it focused, but every time the tiniest of distractions crept up, it was like trying to hold an exploding water balloon.

Life essence did not like to be contained.

Paisley returned to her seat and waited, all grins.

“No stakes?” Dhane asked, vying for a bit more time. “Paisley, you look very confident that I can’t escape. What will you give me if I can escape?”

“You can’t,” she said.

He tried to shrug and failed miserably. This seemed to only confirm that his odds were one in . . . impossible.

“One gold coin, then,” she said and smirked.

“Oh,” Dhane said, hopping very lightly to catch his balance. Three of the ropes politely requested to punish him, which he politely declined, “so not very confident then.”

“Two gold!” another guard said. He was a strong tall man with blond hair, a chiseled jaw, and orange-tinted skin as if he had just returned from getting a bad spray-on tan. He held up two gleaming pieces of metal.

“Fine,” Paisley said, “I’ll match that. But you get two minutes, then someone might . . . bump into you. Maybe you’ll see that our equipment is no joking matter.”

“Jokes?” Dhane said theatrically. “I don’t joke. Magic is very serious business, as you’ll see.”

“Stop delaying,” she said and summoned her phone, an old Motorola Razr in hot pink. She flipped it open and started a timer. “Show us the impossible, Mr. Magic Cat, or fry trying.”

“Punny,” he said, then took a deep breath and nodded. It was time to put his little hypothesis to work, a hypothesis that merely stated, Possession is nine-tenths of the law.

It took a slight perspective change on the matter. He was not a guy bound by thirteen ¤ Lightning Ropes. He was a guy who owned thirteen ¤ Lightning Ropes that . . . just happened to be binding him at the current moment.

If they were his ropes, he should be able to deposit them into his inventory. If they were not his ropes, then he was in serious trouble.

Death by frying was certainly not the ideal way to go, as Cordelia had so combustibly demonstrated, but it also would prevent him from attending the masquerade.

Well, shit bacon. He could have just sat quietly and not rocked the boat. That which makes no ripples doth not exist. If that were the case, he definitely existed.

Vibrant red strands pulsed throughout the many ropes, carrying the smallest amount of life essence. He could feel the energy and knew it existed primarily as a trigger to activate the other sigils.

With a mental flick, he provided the rope around his wrist a simple instruction. It was the very same instruction he had given hundreds of times to various objects to deposit and withdraw as a way to control smoke.

Nothing happened.

Shit. . . .

No one spoke. No one moved. No one made a sound except for some guard shoving doughnuts into his mouth and breathing heavily through his nose. All eyes were on the miraculous Mr. Magic Cat or the timer ticking down the seconds on a 220-pixel screen.

53 . . . 52 . . . 51. . . .

Dhane’s hypothesis should have been correct. If he was the only one touching an item, it was his item. The knowledge at the back of his mind confirmed that he was definitely one-hundred-percent right.

Except, it amended, when the item contained ownership blocking sigils empowered by someone else’s life essence.

When the rope was engaged—wrapped around some unfortunate person, AKA him—the blocking sigils were engaged as one would expect to prevent the very thing he was trying to do.

Thanks, brain. All of that would have been helpful five minutes ago. But . . . it wasn’t unhelpful. What if he substituted the life essence with his own while maintaining perfectly still?

He directed a tiny swirl of life essence into the rope binding his wrist. The rope sucked it up, revealing dozens of sigils within. It produced a tiny burst of energy, a little stinging zap.

Someone snickered. Others gasped. He definitely had their attention, especially with the timer now down to 22 seconds and Paisley preparing to get all klutzy around him.

Dhane needed to control his life essence within the rope the exact same way he did it within himself. And that was just impossibly hard, like playing the piano and competing in a PVP match of Halo at the same time.

<I help, Daddy!>

You can? he projected back. She was a piece of his soul, a piece of him.

She didn’t need to answer. Her confidence bled through their connection, and she knew what needed to be done.

He fed the rope a sliver of life essence. The rope tried to suck it in and use it, but Octoralis blocked the attempt, holding the life essence together just as he did with the essence at his core.

The sigils lit up, sparkling in bright red, coursing with particles of someone else’s old life essence. All it took was a little of her intent, and his life essence took over, replacing the old with the new.

The rope immediately felt familiar. It was his. He knew without needing to try that he could deposit it to his Inventory app.

A high-pitched beeping sounded from Paisley’s phone. It vibrated on her desk, and everyone’s eyes widened.

“What’s the magic word?” Dhane asked Paisley, siphoning tiny streams of life essence to each of the other ropes and letting Octoralis handle the rest.

“Please?” Paisley said, grinning triumphantly with her phone in hand. She switched the alarm off. “Times up. Did you want to plead for your life?”

“No. . . .” he said, rolling his eyes. “Come on. You’ve seen a magic performance, haven’t you? It’s abracadabra!”

Dhane withdrew and deposited his four little gears to circle himself. His small, captivated audience made astonished noises, and Paisley jumped back.

Aaliyah would be very annoyed at his blatant use of smoke. But this was magic! It was supposed to be full of spectacle and wonder.

The gears contracted toward the rope at his wrist. In one final display of razzle-dazzle, the red glow of the strands shifted to smoke, and the rope was gone.

Paisley’s mouth fell open.

Then, the smoky effect chained to the next rope and the next, bursting them apart, their souls drifting across his body in a wave until there were no more ropes to disperse.

“How!” Paisley yelled.

“A magician never reveals his secrets,” Dhane said, flashing a calm smile. “I’d like to thank my sponsors—Paisley and He-Man—for, without their patronage, this performance couldn’t have been possible.”

Dhane unwrapped Evelyn’s wrists. Since he wasn’t currently under the effect of one of the evil ropes, there were no problems.

She had a giggling laugh, probably at Paisley’s expression, but there was something else there. Relief? Assurance? Excitement?

He moved to the others in the room and removed their bindings. With each one, he vanished the rope into black ribbons of smoke under the disguise of magic. And since the ropes weren’t engaged, he didn’t need to convert them to his essence first.

Paisley glared. She shoved two gold coins into his hand, huffed, and sat down at her desk. He-Man, on the other hand, was very happy to pay his coins. He produced a phone and took a selfie with Mr. Magic Cat.

“Now,” Dhane said, spreading his hands, “for my next trick, I’ll bring all of your—probably—expensive Lightning Ropes back from the void, but I’ll be needing something from the audience.”

“We’re not your audience!” Paisley yelled, and the other guards shushed her, asking what he needed.

“A box of doughnuts.”

“Why that?” a very heavyset Asian man asked. He seemed to be guarding the last of the doughnuts in the corner, playing the game Out of Sight, Out of Mind so he could take home the leftovers.

“The law of equivalent exchange,” Dhane said and looked about the room, waiting to see if there were any Fullmetal Alchemist fans.

None? Really?

For a heaven stuffed full of gamer nerds, they sure were missing out on the anime classics. But perhaps that made his trick all the more impressive.

He said, “To bring something back from the void, we must offer something equivalent. Doughnuts for ropes should work.”

“But!” the Asian guard said frantically, “you no make trade for ropes.”

“Didn’t I? You were all watching. Each time I sent a rope to the void, an equal amount of the void took its place.”

“The smoke,” a few people said in wonder.

“Yes. It’s far easier to send something there than it is to retrieve it. But”—he shrugged—“if you don’t want the ropes back, that’s fine by me.”

“Kasem,” He-Man said, “they’re not your doughnuts. Give the guy a box.”

“Naaah,” Kasem said, “they mine if no person take.”

“And we’re taking them. Hand them over.”

Kasem pressed his lips together, eyebrows angled. He breathed out through his nose, then turned and grabbed a box made of woven-together reeds.

Dhane accepted the box, opened the lid, and counted the doughnuts. “Three? That’s all you have left? There were eighteen ropes. We’re going to need a lot more doughnuts than that.”

“Naaah,” Kasem said. “People eat them.”

The other guards pushed Kasem out of the corner. “There’s one here,” one said. “There are doughnuts in the empty boxes. Here’s a bear claw.”

“That my stash!” Kasem yelled.

Dhane stepped up with his box open. “Go ahead and shove them in. Yup, just like that. Any over there, beneath those napkins? Hah, would you look at that? It’s like Easter.”

Once the box was adequately stuffed, he thanked everyone for their assistance and returned to his mystical act.

“For this trick to work,” he said, “everyone needs to make a meowing sound. Can you do that? Meeeow? Give me your best meows!”

Paisley—still butthurt for losing her two gold coins—said with a sprinkle of haughtiness, “If you want me to meow, you have to buy me dinner first.”

Oi and WTF? Dhane didn’t know what to say to that, so . . . diversion! One of the doughnuts poofed to smoke. “Uh-oh,” he said.

“What?”

“That’s not good. . . .”

“What!” she yelled.

“The void is clawing its way into our reality. If you don’t meow, we might get sucked in!” Another doughnut shifted to smoke, reappeared, then shifted away again in repeat, slowly raising toward the ceiling.

“Just do it,” Dhane said anxiously. “It seems stupid—I know, I know it does—but the meowing helps funnel everyone’s energies together. I won’t be able to do this on my own.”

Another doughnut lifted out of the box. And when that didn’t work, Octoralis summoned and desummoned herself, shifting through the air as a thrashing storm of smoke.

“Void holes. . . .” he said.

Octoralis materialized within the closest bathroom stall, the door shut for privacy, and attacked the crystal wall. It made a loud pop! sound and a crack shot through it from top to bottom.

“Meeeow!” Paisley mewed, her voice joining in with the others.

“It’s not enough,” Dhane shouted. “Get down on your hands and knees! Everyone, hurry!”

The room was a clowder of grown-ass people crawling around like cats, meowing. Evelyn made for a cute cat, sitting on the ground, her dress pooled around her, pawing the air.

Dhane magically deposited all the doughnuts into his Inventory app, withdrew the ¤ Lightning Ropes—best he didn’t get charged for their so-called destruction—and closed the lid.

“I think,” he said, then again louder, “I think it’s over!” There was an awkward silence as everyone paused to reflect on their present situation.

Paisley, a bit disheveled and breathing hard, climbed into her chair and sat. “D-did it . . . work?”

“See for yourself,” he said, dropping the doughnut box onto her desk. “Still bored?”

She shook her head and opened the box, then jumped backward, screaming and pointing. “There’s a huge fucking spider in there!”

Dhane grabbed the box and snapped the lid shut. “Void spiders. . . .” he whispered, then cracked the lid to look inside.

Octoralis giggled. She returned to his soul, filling his chest with a swirl of glee.

“Oh . . .” he said dreadfully, “this can’t be good, guys. I’ve never seen this happen before. The doughnuts have been rejected!”

He withdrew doughnuts from his inventory, mentally summoning them into the laps of the detainees and dropping them from the ceiling for each of the guards.

It was cloudy with a chance of doughnuts. All types, all sizes, all flavors of the doughy delights smacked into guards, bouncing to the floor.

The valiant Kasem shoved guards to the side, some toppling over chairs, some crashing into walls. He carried a box, snatching doughnuts before anyone could step on them.

Dhane smiled down at Evelyn, who was relishing a sugar-glazed doughnut, still sitting on the ground. Who knew being detained could be so much fun?

He returned the box to Paisley’s desk.

She looked at it and then back at him, eyes narrowed with suspicion and caution.

“It should,” he said, really emphasizing the word should and nodding, “be safe now.”

The door swung open, letting a wall of noise from trapped draftees echo across the tiles. Imani walked in, wrestling with a struggling dark-haired girl. “What the bejeezus is going on in here!”

“Hey, you like magic?” he asked.

“Oh, hell no. . . .” Imani shoved an annoyed Reditus Kora into the room. The Lightning Rope—currently binding her wrists behind her back—went off, blasting a wave of energy up her spine.

Dhane jumped out in front and caught her waist before she could collapse to the tile floor; some things never change. He called to Imani, “What’s your favorite game?”

“Q*bert!” she yelled, running out the door and slamming it shut behind her.

Paisley nudged her doughnut box and peeked beneath the lid. She sighed and slumped back into her chair. “Thank goodness, all of the ropes are here.”

“Let go of me,” Reditus Kora said, trying to shake free. “I’m a priest of the Light!” She broke away, taking two steps back, her vibrant emerald green eyes glaring at him.

“So . . .” Dhane said, “you’re just about the last person I’d expect to be detained. What happened to, ‘Everyone needs to do their part’?”

“Cat ears. . .?” she said, taken aback. “Ah! King of Shadows, is that you?”

“Really? You’re going to do me like that in the middle of a guard station?”

Half a dozen affinity requests rolled across his soul, and he sighed, answering each and every one of them with his affinity of Light, following the Sisters of Death.

Reditus Kora laughed hysterically. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry! Okay?” She looked about the room, at the guards and detainees. “It’s just an inside joke. You see, it’s funny because his name is Dhane, the same as the King of Shadows.”

“His name is Dhanelle,” Evelyn said, then made an Oh with her mouth as if just realizing he had given her a made-up name.

“You changed your name?” Reditus Kora asked. “I guess that makes sense, but you could have . . . I don’t know, strayed a bit further than Dhanelle? Maybe try on Eric or Ralph. No, not Ralph. You’re definitely not a Ralph.”

The door opened again, and three men walked in, two wearing the livery of Sanguis, the third in standard Ceratree City guard armor.

Evelyn stood quickly, eyes wide and concerned. She left her half-eaten doughnut on the chair and took a deep breath, her heart pounding to the rhythm of fear.

“Evelyn?” the Ceratree City guard called in a commanding voice. He was a lean guy, clean-shaven, hair pulled back into a bun, and had a light complexion.

He looked at his phone and then pointed the Sanguis guards to Evelyn. “You’re being released to your guild for prosecution.”

“What. . .?” she asked, voice shaky.

The guards crossed to her and grabbed her arms, twisting them behind her. One summoned a thick chain and wrapped it around her wrists.

“Wait!” she said. “I’m leaving the guild. It-it’s not my guild anymore. Dhanelle? Err . . . Master?”

Dhane stepped in front of them, blocking the exit. “Evelyn is my blood slave,” he said, almost taking on the voice of the King of Shadows to project authority. Instead, he settled on one of confidence.

Reditus Kora raised her eyebrows at the mention of slave. She took a step back.

He continued, “She doesn’t go anywhere without my say-so.”

The Ceratree City guard consulted his phone again before saying, “There’s no transfer of ownership. But even if there was, the accused broke the bylaws of her active guild. Leaving after the fact does not eliminate the consequences of such behavior.”

“But . . .” Evelyn said in a small voice.

“Take her away,” the guard said, then turned to Dhane. “And you are coming with me.”


Chapter
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Dhane’s service mark now featured three lovely black dots. He was pushed through processing where they took his fingerprints, made him pose with a black placard, and met with a relatively polite, if not impatient, captain of the guard.

Fifteen minutes later, he was back where he had started, back in the Hall of Guilds and its swarm of bodies, all waiting to be assigned their role in the Army of Light.

All he could think about, however, was how Evelyn was going to be punished because of him. And if the guild was as draconian about misbehavior as she had said, that meant a public whipping.

The thought of them dragging her into a courtyard and tearing strips of her flesh—her soul—away . . . well, it wrung his insides to the effect it was hard to breathe.

What could he say? He got attached to people, especially people who put their faith in him. He—and more importantly, them—would simply be better off if he just disappeared into the Wilds where he could fail no one but himself.

But then that quote resurfaced, no doubt, with the help from Octoralis: if a thing is worth doing, it is worth doing badly.

He was a bad king. He was a bad person to gamble the future on. But he believed in this cause. It was worth doing. Now, he had to stomach the consequences, the pain that others would endure to achieve a happy future for the Cobalins.

And that was probably the hardest thing to do. He’d much rather take Evelyn’s place. Let them whip him. Let him endure the pain for change.

Dhane sat down on a stone bench and cracked the back of his skull against the wall. A -4 slipped up into the air, drained from Spider Armor. He watched it drift toward the ceiling, slowly fading with time as all things did.

The words second dawn meandered across his awareness, somehow more distinct and noteworthy than the uncountable other words that added to the constant din.

Vibration lines sprung up and wrapped the speaker, maybe thirty feet away. She was an older woman, wiry, wearing some type of armor with sharp lines.

She approached someone and hugged them, whispering in their ear, “Ten o’clock. Be ready. Second dawn.”

It was how she whispered that made her words stand out to him. While everyone else raised their voices, yelling to be heard, she spoke softly to the point no ordinary person could eavesdrop.

The individual she hugged nodded and broke away, seemingly with a mission to spread the message.

Was this the Resistance. . .? Or maybe it was a group of people who opposed having a mandated draft. Either way, they were planning something later tonight in just over three hours or tomorrow morning.

“You? A leader?” a guy asked another, laughing. He and his friends walked over to stand next to Dhane’s bench.

“I’m telling ya, guys, I could’ve been a leader. But they went en rushed us here without assessment. Some idiot guy was runnin’ around with a bone mask.”

“Wait, say that again? The King of Shadows was in Glimmerpond?”

“Dude, that’s not what I’m sayin’. It was an idiiioot. The guards rounded us all up en searched our inventories. Some guy had a bone mask en got arrested.”

“Then why are we here? If they got the king.”

“Oh my gosh, Ron! How ya so damn dumb? Obviously, it weren’t no King of Shadows. You think the dark lord himself is gonna wander in to see the sights, feed the little fishies, en buy a churro in the MIDDLE of the DRAFT?”

“Ah! Man, I can’t hear worth—”

Ding! Ding! Ding! Dozens of chimes rang at the same time from guards, all holding silver metallic orbs about the size of a softball. They slapped the metal, and it resonated, clear and loud.

The sound sliced through the commotion of thousands of people. It produced waves of vibrations that blurred everything.

Dhane clasped his hands over his ears, blocking out the penetrating sound that felt like a jackhammer blasting away at his temporal lobes.

The chimes stopped, replaced by an odd silence. It was odd in how it felt as if the corridor was still noisy and chiming, an echo at the back of his brain.

“It is time,” Gorlan, Master of Arena, bellowed, his voice projecting from the guards’ orbs, “to line up!” He turned to stare into the eyes of his audience, his bulging muscles ready to pop, his two-handed axe strapped to his back.

Dhane stood on his bench.

Once Gorlan was confident he held everyone’s attention, he withdrew a joss stick. It materialized from a shimmer of light, covered in incense.

He took the end and pinched it, producing a small flash of light that ignited the stick. Smoke sifted up into an animated icon of a lion, growing denser and larger by the second.

He now pointed at the various guild entryways, all burning their own incense that formed into the different divinity symbols.

“Find your symbol, then make a line,” he commanded. “Have your character sheets ready. Sort yourselves by level, highest first. Now go!”

Most people didn’t wait for a second request. Most people. The ones who crossed their arms, looking smug and defiant, evoked Gorlan’s ire.

He grabbed his two-handed axe in one hand and pulled it free, pointing the dangerous weapon at an obstinate man dressed in a fitted suit and tie, hands tucked in his pockets.

Casually, the man summoned a bag of coins to appear in his upturned hand. He said, “Monsieur, I trust an arrangement can be made?” Then he smiled an imperturbable, presumptuous smile.

Gorlan smiled back. Everyone was smiles, happy, lovely smiles. Then the disobedient man’s head took a little jumpity-jump into the air, leaving its stylish body below.

People gasped. Someone screamed. And the man’s head dissolved to a silvery-white soul before it could assail the tiled floor.

“Anyone else?” Gorlan asked, tapping something invisible in the air. He looked quite pleased with himself and most definitely wouldn’t have a problem slicing up a few more people to serve as examples.

It would seem that one quick, merciless display of indiscriminate violence against those not following orders was all anyone needed. Apparently, people were fairly fond of their heads staying right where they ought to be.

A swirl of unease crept into Dhane’s chest. This was the moment he had been dreading. This was one of the reasons—a considerably large reason—why he needed to win his place as a squad leader.

He pushed off his bench and joined the undulating swarm of bodies, filtering into the various lines.

While adrift, he sent off a quick message to Aaliyah, asking for an update. But no rush, he added, just going to get discovered and—as you’ve put it—hung up by my toes and beaten to death.

Sometimes, sarcasm helped ease the feeling of imminent doom. Sometimes, it did nothing of the sort. His heart wanted to know why the hell, in all of the heavens, he was here.

If he got out of this alive, he should chain himself somewhere so he couldn’t wander. He just so very much liked exploring and, well . . . one thing led to another.

The guildhall that featured two smokey snakes beneath its archway opened into a massive room, the walls curving like waves. Giant stone statues of seahorses and starfish loomed overhead.

Unlike the other lines that were bulging with people trying to find their place, there were only about twenty assassins.

A man stood at the front, dressed in black leather armor and a magical hood that hid his face. If it wasn’t for vibration sense, the man’s face would be encased entirely in darkness like a black mage from Final Fantasy.

He held a metal character sheet that revealed his level to be 28. Damn, why wasn’t he a squad leader?

Dhane withdrew his character sheet, which formed from streams of smoke. He pointed to his level of 11 and started moving past.

The man grabbed his arm. “How are you Favored and not me?” he asked in an incredulous, gruff voice. “Level 11. Are you shitting me?”

Dhane shrugged and said, “George just lucky, I guess.” All of this jealously and attention was going to give him a complex. Then again, the smoke was mighty helpful for tricking gullible lightlings.

“What? Your name isn’t even George.”

Oi. What was up with everyone missing his references? Maybe they came from a different time before George of the Jungle. Hmm. People could, theoretically, be from any time.

He pulled free from the man and continued down the line. The next was a level 23 woman who wouldn’t look at him, then levels 21, 20, 18, and so forth until about the fifth from the end of the line: his spot.

Someone whispered, “He’s not Favored; he’s Chosen.” This prompted all of the assassins to give him their best scrutinizing stares. One by one, they seemed to agree and, given his level, were quite baffled.

The assassin ahead of him, a girl with braided black hair except for a streak of hot pink, turned to him. She had dark brown skin and lips that matched the streak in her hair.

“So, like, what did you do?” she asked, a deadly sparkle in her sugar gray eyes.

“Do?”

“To be Chosen, duh. Most of us aren’t even Favored yet, and here you are, god’s blessing to the world. What gives?”

That was a good question. Did he have a good answer. . .? Not really. Not one he could share, at least. Perhaps he could borrow something from another nerdy reference no one would get.

He said in all seriousness, “It requires training.” The other assassins perked up and shuffled closer. “Make sure you stick to this intense regimen. Every day, you must do one hundred sit-ups, one hundred pushups, run ten kilometers, then do one hundred squats!”

The girl laughed and rolled her eyes. “For reals? One Punch Man?”

“Nice! High five,” he said, holding his hand up the same way Evelyn had earlier, Evelyn . . . his friend and slave and the one soon to be publicly tortured. The thought of her was a stake of guilt in his gut, but what could he do about it?

The girl slapped his hand, a smile lingering on her lips. The other assassins either looked annoyed or were asking each other how such a workout would help gain a divinity’s favor.

“I’m Ladana,” she said and summoned her phone, a nondescript Android device. “I bet you’re worth knowing. Can I get your number? Maybe we can party up some time, hit a dungeon or something after the war.”

For reasons beyond reason, wherever Dhane went, he seemed to attract phone numbers. If he didn’t return to his village soon, he might be voted Prom King and be handed a harem of vampires.

He summoned his phone to the usual swirl of smoke. While it all felt normal to him—and sometimes obnoxious—to all the other assassins, it was spectacular. They watched with envy. Sure, there was a cool factor, but it really didn’t matter that much.

She tapped her phone to his, and he accepted the new contact. There was no knowing when a Call A Friend lifeline would come in handy.

She said, “So, like, what happened when you met our divinities? Did you walk by the pool?”

“The—” Oh, she was talking about the ripples Niveus and Altera used to make people feel special. “Yeah, I did.”

“So what happened?”

He shrugged nonchalantly. “Nothing much. The water started to boil and—”

“Boil!” a guy asked.

“Yes, and lift into the air within streams.”

“What!” someone else yelled.

Ladana shot them a glare. “Shut your traps, God!” She turned back, all of her irritability evaporating. “Is that all. . .?”

Dhane, doing his best not to smile, shook his head. “The water formed into the face of . . . Hagrid, and he said, ‘You’re a wizard, Dhanelle!’ ”

“Oh, come on! Seriously.”

Dhane laughed. “It rippled. What did it do when you passed?”

“You’re a joker, you know that? I’m going to figure out what makes you special.”

He clicked his tongue. “I’m the Chosen One.” And after saying it, it kind of felt true. Two divinities had chosen him, giving him the ultimate and desirable power to sparkle and smoke.

Yay.

Actually, all of that—and his sharper than normal canines and crazy eyes—came from being an assassin. What did the Mother of Shadows give him? Or maybe he wasn’t a Chosen arachnomancer? He could definitely do without growing six more eyes.

Octoralis filled his chest with a giggle. <You no grow eyes, Daddy. But more eyes be pretty.>

Yeah, a spider would say that. . . .

“But why?” Ladana asked. “I mean, I know you’re joking, but do you know—”

The chimes returned, and everyone stopped talking. Gorlan’s voice boomed through the Hall of Guilds. “The Choosing shall now commence!”

<Daddy, you be Chosen,> Octoralis projected in reply to his thoughts about being an arachnomancer. <But mother holds back changes.>

It was so he could blend in better. This only made him curious as to what changes he would have had. More limbs, claws, mandibles?

Maybe he’d start leaking spider silk from his nipples. Oi. . . . Thanks brain. That probably—hopefully—wasn’t how it worked. He liked his nipples just the way they were, thank you.

Ladana had turned away and stood straight, holding her character sheet at the ready. The Tier 1 leaders who won both of their duels got first pick. One was already at the front of the line, recruiting the level 28 assassin.

Dhane mentally checked his messages, and Aaliyah hadn’t replied. What was going on? The duels were over and had been for a time. She should have sent him something by now.

The line shuffled forward, then again and again and . . . again. Shit. Apparently, assassins were popular and rare, so the leaders were snatching them up while they were still available.

He couldn’t run. There were guards everywhere: inside, outside, and all around the city, not to mention the challengers.

An attempt to escape gave everyone permission to strike him down, just as Gorlan had the disobedient man. Death would make it impossibly difficult to save anyone or gather information.

The hundreds of glowing light crystals rendered Shadow Fade useless. The ambient glow alone banished all forms of shadow.

He could turn into a cat. . . .

A leader skipped a few of the higher-level assassins and chose Ladana. She rushed after her new squad leader, who was quickly making the rounds to the other lines.

Dhane stepped forward to fill the gap. A guard walked past, and a casual look revealed plenty of other guards on watch, their phones out, whispering details of suspicious actors.

The moment he turned into a cat, they’d attack. They were expecting people to resist, to rebel, to act out. This was not the time to draw attention to himself.

And so the obvious solution was . . . operation Don’t Get Picked. Easy-peasy, right?

It was back to his Plan B. Unfortunately, he had only acquired three negative reputation points. That didn’t seem like enough to deter a leader from wanting an assassin.

So . . . why not add negative reputation points? They were only black dots, after all. If he could erase the service mark, he should be able to add a few dots.

Dhane closed his eyes and summoned forth a perfect image of himself. The negative reputation points didn’t need to work. He just needed a bit of dark pigmentation in little circles.

This required a projection of his will, a desire for the dots to be where he wanted them to be. And . . . for some inexplicable reason, such changes resisted, demanding more focus, more intent, more visualizing the desired outcome.

Minutes past.

It wasn’t working.

Up until this point, he had removed elements of himself. He had erased the symbols beneath his skin and ungrew facial hair. But that always started with something that was already there.

Hmm, perhaps instead of mentally doodling on his hand, why not copy an existing dot?

“Character sheet,” said a woman.

Dhane jerked. A spike of panic shattered through his focus that had, up to that very point, been absolute.

Shit! Three dots would just have to do.

He opened his eyes to a tall, blonde woman, then—with no small amount of resignation, shoulders slumped and rolling his eyes with all the attitude he could infuse into them—handed her his metal character sheet.

“Oh my God!” she said, pointing to his hand, a hand that was covered in dozens of black dots. “What did you do?”

Ha! Maybe Lady Luck hadn’t abandoned him after all. It wasn’t exactly what he was going for but workable nonetheless.

He channeled a bit of insanity mixed with a complete disregard for social norms. “Silence!” he yelled in a squeaky voice. “I kill you. . . .”

“Yeah, no. This one needs a factory reset.” She shoved his character sheet back into his hands and moved to the next person in line.

Score! Dhane: 1, Leaders: 0.

Alas, before he could do his victory dance, the next leader—in a line of leaders—stepped up and asked for his character sheet.

Le sigh.
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Luckily, the negative reputation points gave the next three or four dozen leaders cause to move along. Unluckily, after a solid half an hour, Aaliyah still hadn’t replied and was nowhere to be seen.

Dhane, the only remaining assassin, stood by his lonesome behind the smoke of two snakes circling each other.

The last wave of leaders was finally given permission to enter the Hall of Guilds. These were the Tier 3s, the ones who had won a single duel to claim their title.

They were desperate, fighting to fill their squad or risk being forced into someone else’s squad. As such, a few black dots didn’t seem to be enough of a concern to losing a significant chunk of their income.

One timid and pudgy guy so white he probably glowed in the dark said, “Uhhh, can I . . . you know . . . see . . . your . . .”

Poor guy. You just couldn’t blame his inability to talk while Dhane actively growled, baring his unnaturally sharp canines and—on occasion, when needed—barking.

A few seconds later, Pillsbury Doughboy got the hint and decided to try elsewhere. Alas, the moment he left, another guy stepped up.

Dhane growled, doing his best to hide a sigh. This had to be one of his worst personas. Pretty soon, he’d have to bite someone to sell it.

The guy smiled. He had black hair in a crew cut, amber skin tone, and sharp facial hair. There was a cool, collective sense about him: down-to-earth, friendly, outgoing, the type of guy that could easily talk to anyone about anything.

“Ha! I love dogs,” he said, then motioned toward Dhane’s hand. “Did you find a pen or something? It’s pretty obvious what you’re doing, but here’s the rub, I need squadmates.”

Hmm. A challenge. . . . “Do you offer 401k matching? What about vacation days? Holidays?”

“Haha! That’s funny, my man. No, but I’m a chef. I’ll prepare all of our meals. And I can get rid of whatever real negative reputation— Ew!”

Dhane held his hand out, palm up. He did his absolute best to not shake while proffering one glossy black Exploding Spider. He said, using his insane voice, “Say hello to my little friend.”

The guy took a step back.

“You might wake up with it on your face!”

“Ah . . . fargin. You win, you win! Good luck, you crazy bastage.”

The moment the guy turned, Dhane had an involuntary muscle spasm. His creepy little friend—all packed and ready for vacation—took a flight into the Hall of Guilds and promptly slammed into the side of a guard’s head, grappling to his ear.

Dhane shuddered and squirmed and, Oh my fudge nuggets! The words Whoops and Sorry felt wholly inadequate, especially since he wasn’t willing to say them and draw attention to the miscreant lobbing spiders into the crowd.

Apparently, he had sticky bombs he could throw. And with a mental command, the spider would land and scurry toward the target’s back before exploding. This was both fascinating and horrifying.

The guard stopped and uttered a quiet, “Huh?” He reached up and gently caressed the foreign object. Were it a kitten, it would have purred, and all would have been fine. Unfortunately for the spider and unfortunately for the guard, it was not.

He jerked and slammed a fist against his ear, setting off the explosion and propelling himself into a newly formed squad going through introductions.

The guard screamed.

The squad screamed.

And Dhane whistled an innocent tune, digging his heel into the tile floor, listening to Octoralis giggle while paying apt attention to all the other guards. Given that no one made any sudden moves—and a few guards were laughing—he was probably safe.

Ricky turned the corner, snapped his fingers, and pointed with a wild grin. “Noice! You’re still here, bro. You’re joining my squad.”

“I—” Dhane started to say but then switched tactics, taking on the persona of a macho douchebag. “You come back for another ass-kicking, twerp?”

“Yeppity yep yep.”

“What?”

“Dude, man, you’re tough as woodpecker lips.”

“I’m a cheater. Look at my hand!”

Ricky laughed. “You gots some mad dedication, trying to get out of the war. I respect that.”

“Then you know I won’t follow orders. I’ll ruin your rank or score or whatever squads want.”

“You think I care about this shit war? It’s all pointless. They don’t call it the eternal war for nothing. Nahhh, what I care about is your craaazy fighting skills. Teach me.”

“Teach you?” Dhane asked in an incredulous voice. Sure, his brain was leaking dagger facts out of his ears, but he was far from understanding any of it himself.

“Yep. Teach me, Sensei. I want to learn your moves, man. I want to kick ass and be awesome. Just tell me what you want.”

“I . . . want to know where Aaliyah is.”

“Shit, man, she got arrested.”

“For what?”

“Haha! You should have been there. Ehhh, you see, she lost her duels and got all pissy about it like Aaliyah do. She threw brownies at the judges, saying something about an unfair advantage for mages. Funniest shit I ever saw.”

Dammit. Well, that explained why she hadn’t replied to any of his messages, no doubt wrapped up in ¤ Lightning Rope. If she was arrested, then he must have just missed her.

Alright, Plan C then. . . .

Oi. He didn’t have a Plan C. But if Ricky was truly willing to give Dhane anything . . . maybe this could still work out.

“I want to be squad leader,” he said.

“Pshaw! I can’t make you squad leader. That’s out of my hands. But . . . how about party leader? You can take my pay, pick the members, and be the acting leader.”

That . . . was a very tempting offer. It wouldn’t help him get to the masquerade, but it was a step in the right direction.

“So,” Ricky said, “we got a deal or what?”
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CHARACTER SHEET


¤ Dhane [Arachnomancer, Assassin]

× Lvl. 11 · 8,541/13,200xp

·

« Stats

» Health: 90/90 (110/110)

» Armor: 120/122 (222/224)

» Mana: 125/125

» Stamina: 72/72

·

« Attributes

» Strength: 8 (10)

» Dexterity: 12 (14)

» Intelligence: 23 (25)

» Vitality: 18

·

« Implicit Skills [Arachnomancer]

» Soul Spider

» Spider Rider

» Vibration Sight

» Attuned Hearing

» Arachling Language

» Spider Climb

·

« Implicit Skills [Assassin]

» Improved Agility

» Backstab

» Silent Step

» Shadow Fade

» Summon Mount

» Critical Sight

·

« Skills [Arachnomancer]

» Exploding Spider · Lvl. 3

» Venomous Spiders · Lvl. 1

» Modify Vibrations · Lvl. 1

» Web Wall · Lvl. 2

» Spider Armor · Lvl. 1

·

« Skills [Assassin]

» Venom Bite · Lvl. 1

» Venom Extract · Lvl. 1

» Shadow Shift · Lvl. 1

·

« Equipped

» Katsen Leather Armor [Rare · Lvl. 10 · 120/122ap]

» Lumanima Vvitablade [Legendary · Lvl. 11 · 9-13]

» Stinging Metal [Rare · Lvl. 8 · 6-10]

» Ring of Rest [Epic · Lvl. 4]

» Ring of Health [Rare · Lvl. 7]

» Masquerade Mask

·

« Inventory [36/100 slots]

× 11 gold, 3 silver, 7 copper

·

» 1× Ring of Strength [Uncommon · Lvl. 10]

» 3× Cobalin Sword [Common · Lvl. 4 · 2-4]

» 1× Bone Mask

» 1× Silver Shirt

» 1× Jester Costume

» 1× Dueling Outfit

·

» 1× Hide Request Paper

» 1× PK Guild Brochure

» 4× Gears

» 1× Ceratree City Arena Keys

» 1× Character Sheet

·

» 4× Piglet Seed

» 1× Ceraleaf

» 2× Crab Quartz Meat

» 1× Sugar Momma Cookie

» 246× Kako Bacon (5 slots)

» 4× Plate of Food (…) (4 slots)

» 6× Doughnuts

» 2× Chocolate Chip Cookies

» 16× Brownies (2 slots)

» 5× Sumilian Steak

» 8× Bacon

» 2× Bread Roll

» 1× Pain Killer Pill

» 1× Healing Potion

·

» 1× Quartz Golem Seed [Rare · Lvl. 7]

·

« Village Inventory [89/100 slots]

·

× New Resources!

+ 48× Branch

+ 16× Log

+ 768× Plant Fiber

+ 63× Thatch (-315× Plant Fiber)

+ 182× Cobblestone

·

× Resources [41 slots]

» 84× Branch (2 slots)

» 85× Log (9 slots)

» 20× Hardened Log (2 slots)

» 1,135× Plant Fiber (12 slots)

» 223× Thatch (3 slots)

» 749× Cobblestone (8 slots)

» 50× Stone (5 slots)

·

× Equipment [48 slots]

» 4× Shovel

» 4× Hoe

» 4× Sickle

» 4× Pitchfork

» 4× Thatching Rake

» 4× Hatchet

» 4× Felling Axe

» 4× Pickaxe

» 4× Chisel

» 4× Hammer

» 4× Stone Hammer

» 4× Fishing Rod

[End of Character Sheet]


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Dhane, acting leader of the . . . Hard As Nails squad, was quick to find Reditus Kora playing the very same game he was, Don’t Get Picked.

As such, it went without saying that she was quite annoyed that no matter what excuse she could muster on the spot, it didn’t matter. If he had to be in a squad, she had to be in a squad. Besides, he had his reasons.

As for Aaliyah, she was fuming in a familiar bathroom. Paisley, glorified babysitter, however—and when offered to do a magic trick—was quick to release Aaliyah to Mr. Magic Cat, no tricks required, “Thank you, and don’t come back again.”

Squads were free to leave until the war meet in the morning. Ricky led them out of the arena into the lively night city. Lights and food and performances were all the more popular with a city filled to the brim of drafted tourists.

Apparently, unlike the smaller towns, not everyone in Ceratree City had to conform to the draft. The merchants, innkeepers, restaurant staff, and entertainers were given a pass.

Beyond the city walls—the massive gates remaining open past their typical eight o’clock schedule—were rows upon rows of small shacks lit by lanterns. Small, in this case, was perhaps an understatement. They barely looked large enough to sleep one person comfortably.

Apprehension oozed within Dhane’s chest. Every step he took from the city made it worse. It was a sense of emergency, of need, of something he had to do without indicating, specifically, what that something was.

Ricky summoned his phone, tapped the screen a few times, then withdrew a wooden cube barely larger than his palm.

“These things are craaazy,” he said, placing it on the grass between two other shacks. “I’ve always wanted one, but they are damn expensive.”

He held his hand out, palm up, forehead furrowed in concentration. Pearlescent mana slowly pulled together, glowing softly. He fed the mana to the cube, then drew a triggering line.

Small sigils along the wood started to glow. The cube unfolded and then quickly expanded into a small shack identical to all the others, up to and including the lantern next to the door.

Aaliyah huffed. “Ain’t very big, is it? Don’t we get one too, or is this a squad leader perk?” Her voice revealed the complex emotion of anger, jealousy, and annoyance called angjealance; totally not a made-up word.

Ricky smirked and motioned to the door. “Ladies first.”

“First? You mean you want us to check out your digs one at a time? Whatevs.” She opened the door and stepped into a living room, warmly lit by light crystals. “Whoa. . . .”

The rest of them pooled in behind her. The inside was entirely and impossibly different than the outside had portrayed. Instead of having just enough space to stand and lie down, there was a full kitchen, dinette, living room, doorways to four separate bedrooms, and a small bathing chamber.

Everything was furnished: two small lime-green couches, a wingback chair, and a round coffee table; dining table with placemats, napkins, candles, and a basket of fruit; towels, rugs, paintings of lovely looking cemeteries, and a wooden sign that read, Squads are Forever, in cursive.

“It’s a squad tent,” Ricky said. “Super awesome shit, but usually you have to be in the army to get one or pay a small fortune. The Reditai sure have their toys.”

“No, we don’t. . . .” Reditus Kora said, folding her arms and looking more disgusted than impressed.

Her eyes seemed to be blue again, and she spoke quietly. “We don’t need anything like this. We help people cope with their death, not run wars. I can’t believe the donations I’ve been collecting have been going to things like . . . this.”

Dhane called to her affinity, and she tensed. A brilliantly white symbol of the Dolphin appeared. “You’re not Reditus Kora.”

She gave a weak smile. “I’m . . . Reditus Lora or, well, I guess it’s just Lora now since you forced me to be here. Kora is my other half.”

“Twins?” Aaliyah asked.

“No. Personalities. We share the same body, but we’re two different souls.”

“That’s craaazy!” Ricky said. He crossed the room to the table, sat on it—disheveling the nice arrangement—and grabbed an apple.

“Yeah. . . . It doesn’t help that she’s quite, err what’s the word, promiscuous? She’s a huge flirt. But we try not to impede the other. She supports me being a priest of the Light and I—”

“Get laid!” Ricky said, grinning.

She glared. “You think I like waking up next to random men? Well . . . I mean, it’s not terrible, I suppose. At least she has good taste,” Lora said, eyeing Dhane and blushing.

“Hey,” Ricky said, raising his hand, “I’m available for hot, steamy sex anytime. Just in case, you know, the urge arises.”

There was an awkward silence.

“What!” he said. “She brought it up. I’m just saying there’s more than one guy in the room, is all.”

“Tsk tsk,” she said, shaking her head. “Lora is revealing all of my secrets.” She turned to Ricky, her eyes green again. “Honestly? I don’t think you could handle me in the sack. I like to get a bit rough.”

“Anyways,” Aaliyah said and grabbed Dhane’s arm, “that’s all fascinating stuff. I’d love to hear more, but I need a word with our proxy leader. Ain’t no better time to work out your . . . love schedule or whatevs.”

She pulled him into a bedroom and shut the door. The room was barely large enough to fit the bed and had little else: no windows, no paintings, not even a little chia pet in the shape of Bob Ross.

“Ugh, your luck,” she said, “be mind-boggling, man. You lost and are somehow still the leader. What dark-side powers are ya wielding, and when do I get mine?”

“You call it luck,” he said, pointing as a way to provide his counterargument, “but I call it being extremely not unlucky.”

“Pfft!”

“I almost got out of there without being drafted at all. But then Ricky had other ideas, and perhaps this is better. Anyway, what happened to you? Besides gifting the judges flying brownies.”

She rolled her eyes. “I suck, man. My level sucks. And shitty mages suck. It ain’t fair, I’m telling ya. We give up our weapons, but they are mostly unaffected, using spells and shit!”

Dhane sighed.

“I don’t wanna hear it,” she said. “At least I didn’t cheat. I don’t get ya, man. You were kicking some Ricky ass.”

“I didn’t cheat.”

“Wearing your damn armor isn’t cheating? Yeah . . . okay.”

“It’s one of my skills.”

“What is?”

“Spider Armor,” he said in a whisper. Just the mention of it seemed to make the little critters squirm, and squirming spiders on his body was psychological torture.

He didn’t want to think about where it was they were hiding: in his clothes, in his . . . skin? Eh! He just said he didn’t want to think about it!

“Goddammit!” she yelled.

“You two okay in there?” Kora or Lora asked.

“We’re fine!” Aaliyah said, then lowered her voice. “That was your skill? You’re dense, man. Got a thick skull, you do. What did you think would happen?”

“I know! I suck. My skills suck. And my plans suck. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

“Not really . . . no. But you’re alive, aren’t ya? That’s something, right?”

Dhane smiled. “Small victories.”

“It’s whatevs. At least we can go to your village now.”

“No . . . I can’t leave yet,” he said, the words fighting a little battle in his chest. Part of him wanted to be nowhere near Ceratree City. The other part echoed the ancient words, Save them.

“Can’t leave? Are you insane?”

“It’s not just me I’m thinking about, Aali. This is what it means to be a king. I can’t just look the other way while my people suffer. Something is going to happen at that masquerade party, and I need to be there.”

“And if everything goes to shit?” Aaliyah asked.

“Then I’ll escape.”

“Just like that, just gonna waltz right out of the most secure place in Olindale. Good plan, that.”

Dhane rubbed his chin and shrugged. “I can blend into shadows or transform into a cat.”

“You can transform, too?”

“My armor has the skill.”

“Show me.”

“No.”

“Dude, you want me to risk everything to help you. The least you can do is show me your pussy.”

“Cute.”

She crossed her arms and waited.

“Seriously?” he asked.

“As serious as being a king on the wrong side of heaven.”

Dhane sighed. What did it matter anyway? He triggered Katsen Polymorph, and Aaliyah grew into a towering giant, staring down with a wide smile.

“Oh, that’s hella adorbs,” she said, picking him up and cradling him in her arms. “And you still gots the makeup on.”

“I’m still me, you know?”

“Nope, you’re a cat. Shhh. Just let it happen. Can you purr?”

“I’m not going to—”

She scratched behind his ears, opening a new world by her touch, giving it color, and sending a rainbow of gratifying tingles down his spine.

It was ecstasy, euphoria, rapture. It was the touch of a goddess that washed away all other thoughts, all other concerns, and replaced them with pure pleasure.

Aaliyah tittered. “You can purr.”

“What. . .?”

“Is this weird? This ain’t weird, right? I used to have a little black cat named Jasmine because it’s ironic: white flower, black cat.” She sighed. “I miss my cat. Heh, that’s odd. I can’t remember my pops, but I can remember my cat.”

Neither of them talked for a few minutes.

“You know,” she finally said, “not to poke holes in your self-sacrificing plan—my furry friend—but how ya getting into that party?”

She stopped scratching and gently placed him back on the ground. He had a near overwhelming desire to hiss.

It wasn’t time to stop, servant!

But just as that thought had emerged, more rational thinking took over. It was a solemn realization that back scratches would never be the same again.

Dhane returned to his human self, feeling much more relaxed than the situation demanded. He gathered his thoughts and, instead of answering the great unknown, asked, “Can Ricky be trusted?”
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Dhane stepped out of the bedroom with Aaliyah close behind. Kora was sitting in the wingback chair, legs crossed, all ladylike. Ricky was sprawled across the couch on his stomach, head propped up on his hand.

“. . . just saying,” Kora said, “you’re preaching to the choir. Lora doesn’t like it, but power corrupts. It’s a cliche for a reason, duh. They wormed their way into the Royal Palace, wormed their way into the army, and now they are calling the shots.”

She looked at Dhane. “What do you think? Are the Changed Reditai corrupt? Ricky says, ‘They’re craaazy corrupt,’ Lora thinks some of them might . . . maybe be corrupt, and I agree with Ricky.”

“What if,” Dhane said, “I answered your question with an experiment?”

“I’d say that’s cheating, but I’m curious.” She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. “Will this have anything to do with what you two were doing in the bedroom? All I heard was, ‘Suck suck suck!’ then someone said, ‘Pussy.’ So . . . is it my turn?”

“That wasn’t—” Aaliyah started. “We didn’t—”

Dhane turned to Aaliyah and nodded. “You did say those things. . . .”

“Oh, shut up! Nothing like that happened. Hell, girl,” she said to Kora, “I’m in a relationship. And not with him. It ain’t like that.”

“Well,” Kora said, “I’m still game.”

Dhane laughed nervously. “It’s not that type of experiment, sorry to disappoint. I’m going to say two words and see how you guys react. Fair?”

Ricky sat up, slapped his hands together, and said, “Yeah, bro, dooo iiiit.” And Kora shrugged, lacking enthusiasm.

Dhane waited until the silence stretched nearly to the point of being awkward, everyone’s attention on him, and said, “Second dawn.”

Aaliyah and Kora squished their faces in confusion, but Ricky perked right on up. He grinned and flashed a thumbs-up.

“Good,” Dhane said. “Now, tell me what it is.”

Ricky immediately stopped. “Shit. You don’t know? Fuck. I-I . . . ain’t gotta clue, man. Whatcha talking about, hmm?”

“Oi. And Kora thinks I’m a terrible liar.”

“You are,” she said and smiled. “He’s just worse. A lot worse.”

“Ricky, just be straight with me. Is it the Resistance or something else?”

“I can’t, dude. I’ve taken an oath.”

“And what if I wanted to join? How do you approach new members?”

“A name is suggested to . . . err, a group of people, they vote, and then I can start the process. It’s slow and requires vetting. It just don’t work like this, man. How do ya even know those words?”

“Good hearing,” Dhane said. “I overheard people saying something is happening at ten o’clock and to be ready. I only want to know what they are fighting against. If we have the same values, maybe we can help each other.”

“You? I-I mean, don’t get me wrong, bro, I think you’re awesome, but you’re just a low-level assassin. Not meaning to throw doubt or anything, but I’m doubting. How can ya help?”

“How about you give me their mission statement—that should be public knowledge, right?—and I’ll reveal something I’ve kept hidden from everyone, including Kora.”

Kora looked dubious.

Aaliyah crossed her arms. “That just ain’t smart, man. You don’t know these people. How are you gonna trust them like that?”

Dhane shrugged. “I’m a good judge of character, and someone recently told me I needed to confide in people more. I should have told you earlier, and I’m sorry I didn’t.”

“Tell us, Ricky,” Kora said. “You’re the big obstacle in finding out what secret Dhane has been hiding from everyone. My curiosity bubble is going to pop and reveal that he’s still a terrible liar.”

“Fine,” Ricky said. “The group I’m affiliated with is working against the Changed Reditai. We stand against centralized power and help smaller towns and groups succeed.

“Ain’t a fan of the Royals, either. They are greedy ass booger eaters. All they do is take take take. And the Changed Reditai have compounded the problem. So there ya have it, man. Whatcha got?”

“Wait, what?” Kora asked. “How have I never heard about this? I might not be a gung-ho priest of the Light, but Lora is.”

“Have ya been invited to any late-night meetings?”

“Yeah. . . .”

“Let me rephrase that. Have ya attended any late-night meetings?”

“No, that’s my time.”

“Ehhh, well, not much of a mystery then, yeah? But now you know. I can start the onboarding process since you’re a priest of the Light.”

“Hmm, talk to Lora.”

“Yep, that’s never not going to be confusing.”

“Well, most people don’t even know. We just use my name everywhere. Anyway, I recall a great mystery was about to be demystified. I hardly expect anything crazy, though.”

Dhane smiled. “Watch the distraction there,” he said, pointing to the center of the room where he summoned and desummoned a gear, producing a puff of smoke.

“Whoa!” Ricky said. “How ya doing that?”

The churning smoke started moving toward Dhane, who was now wearing the King of Shadow’s mask.

Using his regal voice, he said, “And now to me.”

“Holy fuck balls!” Ricky yelled, jumping backward and tumbling over the back of the couch.

Dhane swapped his mask for the masquerade one. His goal wasn’t to terrify his friends; for some reason, the mask was terrifying.

“Oh. . . .” Kora said in a very small voice, one eye green, the other blue.

<You broke her, Daddy,> Octoralis projected.

Kora or . . . Lora shook her head, and both eyes turned green. “You- are- a little liar. That’s sexy.”

“You don’t care?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I’ve only heard rumors anyway, and you don’t seem so bad.”

“What happened to finding my inability to lie endearing?”

Now she smiled and licked her lips. “A girl really never knows what she wants until she finds it. And I’m talking for Lora, too. She’s so wet for you— Kora!” Her eyes turned blue and her face a bright red.

“Hahaha!” Ricky was peeking over the couch. “Oh, man! You totally got me. That was a great impersonation. But what I want to know is where did you find the mask?”

“It was an . . . impersonation?” Lora asked in her too-quiet voice.

“It’s not, guys,” Dhane said. “I know I’m not what you expected, but I follow the Mother of Shadows and the Sisters of Death, an arachnomancer and an assassin.”

“Pshaw!” Ricky threw up his arms. “The King of Shadows can’t be of Light. Now, I know you’re full of shit.”

“That’s not true,” Lora said. “His . . . village—the one announced to everyone—is of Light and Shadow. Only a leader of both affinities could create it.”

Ricky was now standing, arms crossed. “Well, I’m not buying it. He’s not the fearsome king. If ya are, prove it.” He bobbed his head up and down with a smug grin as if he had seen through the smoke and mirrors.

Octoralis summoned herself to the back of the couch, about two feet tall.

Ricky yelped and crashed into the table, sending fruit flying in all directions. Even Lora was now half out of her chair, frozen in place, holding her breath.

“Calm down,” Dhane said. “I’m not going to hurt you guys. Of course, you could have just requested my affinity.”

Lora took in a breath, brows pinched. “I . . . did. Or I mean, Kora did. You are an assassin.”

“Try again.”

Everyone, including Aaliyah, requested his affinity. He replied in full, revealing both affinities and divinities, then crossed to Ricky and helped him to his feet.

<Tell them something for me, Daddy,> Octoralis projected, and he understood what she wanted to say.

He motioned to Octoralis and said, “She says that . . . Ricky, if you don’t do everything I say, she’ll eat you.”

Octoralis punched him, and he jerked.

“Hey! I was joking,” he said, moving a few feet away and resisting the urge to go for a nice long run in any direction away from spiders.

Lora said slowly—seemingly piecing together this new reality where the King of Shadows not only was a friend but one that currently shared the same room with her—“You don’t like spiders, do you?”

“I . . . kind of have arachnophobia.”

“For realz!” Ricky asked, laughing hysterically. “The fearsome King of Shadows? Man, you’re painting an all-new picture in my head.”

“I’m working on it, alright?”

“That’s like me saying I’m afraid of daggers!”

“Aichmophobia.”

“What’s that?”

“Fear of sharp things. I have an English degree. Arcane words pop into my head from time to time.”

Lora let out a dreamy breath. “And he’s smart, too. . . .”

Dhane sighed. “Alright, okay, my Soul Spider wanted to introduce herself. She is Octoralis, Spider General to the King of Shadows . . . me. She likes long walks on the beach and candlelit dinners.”

Lora eased herself back into her chair. “She’s smaller than I expected from all the stories.”

“Trust me, don’t make her angry. You wouldn’t like her when she’s angry and thirteen feet tall.”

“Hulk smash!” Ricky said in a Hulkish voice.

Octoralis projected a happy giggle, enjoying the attention of being in the limelight. She spent way too much time stuck inside and away from others, and those who did interact with her were always afraid of meeting some terrible end.

Lora’s eyes changed back to green, and she smiled seductively. “I always knew you were special, not fling material, something longer?

“But what made you trust me? Being the King of Shadows in Ceratree City right now—during the war, no less—is ballsy and dangerous and . . . so- very- hot.”

The way she watched him, the way her heart did a little dance, and the tendrils of her soul seemed to touch his, not in a request for his affinity but in a request to entwine, made his face uncomfortably warm.

He swallowed hard, trying to pull his thoughts together. Could it be that he was producing some type of pheromone? Did the Chosen get love perks? If anyone found out, they’d want to dissect him and make Love Potion No. 9.

When he didn’t immediately reply, she leaned forward, her lips a tinge redder than before. She asked, “Do you have a tail?”

“What? N-no,” he said, then thought he probably could wish one into reality if he so desired, not that he so desired.

“Dhane,” Aaliyah said with some impatience, “please, tell us what made you trust your two new friends.”

“Oh, yes,” he said. “Ricky is part of the Resistance and—”

“I am?” Ricky asked.

“Shut up, Ricky,” Kora said. “Everyone already knows what your group is.”

“And,” Dhane said again, “the Resistance and I have the same enemy: the Changed Reditai. As for Kora and Lora, I believe we have a common friend.”

“We . . . do?” Lora asked. The way she shifted between personalities would take some getting used to. Her overbearing, sexual desire sizzled away, and she seemed self-conscious, sitting back, crossing her arms, making herself small.

“Yes. Reditus Leon.”

“You know Leon!” she asked, far more direct than typical, which only meant he had guessed right. It wasn’t a hard guess, given the fact that he was the leader of the unchanged Reditai.

“He’s a crazy old hoot,” Dhane said. “But a friendly, crazy old hoot. When we shared a cell together before that big arena duel that everyone likes to talk about, he said I—a human with dual affinities—was the proof he needed to fight against the Changed Reditai.

“He didn’t condemn me for my corruption or evil. In fact, he said, ‘Affinities reveal nothing of the character.’ And do you know why?”

No one said anything, shaking their heads and looking about themselves. Finally, Aaliyah asked him to tell them.

“There are two things I don’t think most people know. The first, Light and Shadow don’t represent good and evil despite what the Changed Reditai preach. They are merely two sides to a war created by Gameus.

“The second thing, and to really drive the first point home”—he paused, the words he needed to say, stuck in his throat, in his vault—“the Cobalins are, or were when they first arrived, human children.”

Lora sucked in a breath, hand on her chest. “That’s terrible! That— No. That can’t be true. Why would Gameus make them monsters?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know, but I plan to ask him the next time we chat. It’s befuddling why no one else has figured this out until now. Just give a Cobalin a translation sphere and talk to them for a bit, and it’s obvious.”

“We can’t, man,” Ricky said. “You can only give translation spheres to those of your affinity.”

“Really?” Dhane asked. “I had no idea. Then . . . up until this point, no one could know. I’m the only one—as far as I know—who is both Light and Shadow.

“Huh. The Mother of Shadows knew exactly what she was doing, but she didn’t tell me anything.”

“Goddammit. . . .” Aaliyah said.

Everyone turned to look at her.

“What if the Changed Reditai know? They’ve done . . . God knows what to them, making their slave toys, their torture—” She stopped talking and clenched her jaw. Her breathing became ragged, and a tear trickled down her cheek. “I killed one . . .”

Lora walked over and helped Aaliyah to a couch, then rubbed her back.

Ricky lost his typical crazy silliness. “Man, that’s fucked up.”

Dhane had an ah-ha moment. “That’s why they pulled out all the stops. That’s why they’ve spared no expense and called the draft.

“They’re using the war as an excuse to control the people, to control the flow of information. If news got out about the Cobalins, the Changed Reditai would be destroyed.”

“Then,” Ricky said, “ya have to tell everyone.”

“How? Even now, you’re trusting my word, the word of the vile King of Shadows, working to enslave humanity and consume your souls. The propaganda machine has been running at full throttle, spreading lies. Who will believe me?”

“I do, boss. And that’s one.”

“I believe you,” Lora said, a fierce fire in her eyes, almost as if she were Kora.

Aaliyah didn’t have to say anything. Everyone could feel her rage like an aura, a blaze of heat that wouldn’t stop until justice was had.

Ricky summoned his phone. “I can tell the Resistance. But ya gonna need proof, man. Give them translation spheres and have them talk to the Cobalins.”

“What I need to do,” Dhane said, a bubbling annoyance in his chest at how unprepared he was, “is get into that masquerade party. The Cobalins have to be there.”

“Why there?”

“I don’t know!” he yelled, throwing up his arms and pacing.

Lora watched him with those blue eyes of hers that reminded him of Penny. This wasn’t how a king should act. No matter how hard it got, how frustrating it got, he needed to remain composed.

He took a calming breath and said, “There’s an ancient thing . . . entity that’s telling me to, Save them. It wouldn’t tell me that if they weren’t close. The palace is the next logical place.

“I know it sounds stupid or insane—voices in my head, yay—but I have to follow my instincts. And yet, I understand there needs to be a Plan B in case I’m captured, tortured, and who knows what else.”

Dhane materialized three glowing white spheres in his palm, paying a silver coin for each. He handed them out. “These will allow you to talk to Cobalins.”

Lora took her sphere, looking downcast and studying the floor. “I . . . don’t want—” She took in a breath and looked at him directly. “Just don’t die. You do what you need to, but don’t you dare die.”

“Souls can’t die,” Dhane said. “Or at least, that’s what Gameus told me. If I get captured, though, save the Cobalins, not me. Aaliyah knows how to find them.”

“I do?” Aaliyah asked.

“Where’s Devron?”

She made an Ah with her mouth and nodded. “But there’s no way in hell we’re not going to save your ass. You know that, right?”

“Fine, but only after the Cobalins. Deal?”

There was a tense moment when no one said anything.

“Promise me,” he said. “I’m just a dumb guy that makes dumb choices every day. Don’t risk everything to save me when you could be helping hundreds of others.”

“I . . . promise,” Aaliyah said in a whisper, and Lora nodded begrudgingly.

“Shit, man,” Ricky said, “how are ya getting into the party? I can’t transfer my leader status; only challengers get a plus one.

“The Resistance can’t even get their people in, not with it teeming with Royal guards. Instead of crashing the party, they are hitting the war meet tomorrow.

“And . . . bro,” he said, motioning to Dhane’s hand, “ya can’t have negative reputation points on your service mark. I can remove them but only one an hour.”

“Oh, this?” Dhane said. He summoned up the image of himself and scrubbed the symbols away.

“Damn, dude!” Ricky said, looking to Aaliyah and Kora. “Did ya see that? He just poofed his service mark and all those dots away like they were nothing.

“You’ve gots to show me your Jedi tricks, man. Smoke effects and translation spheres appearing in your palm like whaaat.”

Dhane chuckled. “Patience, you must have, young padawan. Tricks, show you later, I will.”

“Noice! But none of this solves our masquerade dilemma. How are ya getting in?”

“I have a . . . terrible plan.” He pulled down his hood, slid his fancy mask free, and shook out his hair. “I’m going to need lipstick and a dress.”

<Yesss!> Octoralis projected, jumping back into his soul. <Pretty dress time!>


Chapter
Thirty-Three



As the saying went, The enemy of my enemy is my friend, made for a very compelling case when Ricky video called the Resistance. They were responsive, accommodating, and soul allies with a renowned dressmaker by the name of Du Dolly.

Soul allies, interestingly, were bound by oath to work in the best interests of the partnership. To break one’s oath—a matter of intent—would become evident upon the request of the offender’s affinity.

This was why any sensitive information was handled in person. Instead of broadcasting plans to members that may be compromised, oaths were verified, and loyalty was reassured.

A small gamble on a man claiming to be the King of Shadows? That didn’t require such scrutiny. It was a small price with infinite potential.

But that was neither here nor there.

It was time for operation Romancing the Stone.

Dhane stood outside the palace in their grand entry gardens of fancifully arranged hedges, reflection pools, and an amazing view of the city far below.

The palace was massive. There were multiple entrances, this one at the top, reserved for the finest of society. The bottom—below a stained glass window that stretched hundreds of feet—was the upper market, reserved for wealthy shoppers.

Everything was lit by crystals and lamps and torchlight, glowing in myriad colors beneath the vast swaths of stars against an indigo backdrop. It was a true display of the fantastical.

This palace entrance had a good dozen white carriages, accented in silver and gold lines, pulled by guards riding all manner of beasts from giant wolves to giant peacocks, their feathers draped like a dress in dazzling red.

The carriages were backed up, waiting on the main drive, creeping forward to the porte-cochère where coachmen helped partygoers to the red carpet, their fine dresses and suits sparkling under crystal light.

Dhane was in his own dress, the very same he had tried on earlier. It was slim, elegant, and commanding in perfectly tailored black chiffon.

Du Dolly was a dress magician. He even provided a great illusion of having breasts with superb tactile feedback; not that that much time was spent, err, fondling such illusions.

The dress came with matching stilettos, not the dagger variety. They were remarkably easy to walk in—yay for being an assassin—and any pinching discomfort at his toes was absorbed by Spider Armor.

The combination of dress and shoes forced Dhane to sway his hips as he walked. It only took the better part of his hike through the city to perfect the sensual sway, which resulted in catcalls from impudent men and, shockingly, women too.

He turned the corner, and there, leaning against a crystal light pole, was Challenger Terry. He wore a black mask, white suit, and baby blue dress shirt, reading a book titled How to Talk to Women in 50,000 Easy Steps.

“. . . see the corresponding chart,” he whispered, “for possible meanings to, ‘I’m good.’ Said with a 1. smile, 2. monotone voice, 3. left pupil dilated . . . 47. drawn out goood with a lower pitch. Is that a thing? 48. intense eye contact . . .

“ ‘When said with intense eye contact, there is a 92.3% chance she wants to kill you.’ My God, really? That’s a good one to know. Why is this so complica— Oh!”

Challenger Terry, apparently only just now noticing he wasn’t alone, snapped the book shut and tried to secret it into a pocket, any pocket, but there were no pockets large enough for such a sizable book.

When this realization trickled into his brain, the book suddenly took a long trip to see the hedges and flew away.

Challenger Terry smiled and said, “King Dhanelle, yo-you look stunningly gorgeous this evening.”

“Please,” Dhane said in his best girly voice—the one he had been practicing—“call me Dhanelle.”

“O-okay, then please call me Terry or Tarebear. My momma used to call me that, not that you’re my momma or . . . ehhh.”

Tarebare? Now, Dhane was drawing a blank, and the silence felt very uncomfortable. Nine out of ten times, when there was nothing to say, smiling was the correct answer. So he smiled.

Terry’s heart was quickly ramping up to a nice little gallop. He probably wished he hadn’t just thrown away his one and only resource for knowing the perfect words to say.

Bah! This was why Dhane hated dating. It came with all sorts of landmines, expectations, and the impossible pressure to be perfect. And that was normal dating! This date had lives on the line.

Small talk. That was all he needed to do. He looked down at his dress and said, “I . . . appreciate your compliment. The moment I saw this dress, I thought you’d like it.”

“For me?”

“Yes, I’m so glad you were still available. I figured the reason you didn’t call was . . . well”—he channeled Evelyn’s bashfulness and looked away—“you weren’t interested or had a date already.”

“I’m interested!” Terry shouted, and Dhane jumped. “So-so-sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. This isn’t an area I’m too good at. Honestly? I would have called, but I figured you were out of my league.”

“Me?” Dhane said, trailing his fingertips across his fake cleavage and drawing Terry’s eyes there. “But . . . you’re a challenger. I’ve never been on a date with someone so important.”

Terry blushed and ran his fingers through his hair. After a moment, he held the crook of his arm out and said, “Shall we? I have . . . our table reserved, a-and the main event is about to start.”

Octoralis was glued to the TV. <Take his arm, Daddy!> She projected, sending ripples of emotion into his chest: a bit of humor and a bit of aww for the cute couple.

Dhane shot her a psychic glare, then smiled at his date and daintily took the man’s muscled arm. It served as a rather rock-hard reminder that this was a dangerous game. One wrong word and it wasn’t hard to imagine a terribly painful Game Over.

Terry led the way past waiting carriages, past the door guards, and into splendor. The inside of the palace displayed wealth uncapped: white marble, crystal and gold chandeliers, ribbed ceilings that stretched a hundred feet in the air where aerial dancers performed on long lengths of red silk.

The walls featured painted murals of angels and demons in beautifully bright pigments as if placed there by Leonardo da Vinci or Michelangelo.

People walked down the center foyer, broken up by small sections of stairs, all leading to a large room. Royal guards stood at attention every twenty feet, calling to people’s affinities.

“Dhanelle,” Terry said, “have you been to a Royal party before?”

“This will be my first. Is it so obviously?”

“Not at all!” he yelled, then lowered his voice. “Sorry. The room up ahead is called the Revelation room. No two parties are the same in the Royals’ palace. They rebuild the entire section.

“There’s a waiting list of designers. Having designed for a Royals’ party is like a stamp of approval. They do the work for free but then are able to increase their normal rates significantly.

“Of course, if the design isn’t very good, the designer may be forever marred by their performance. It’s like if I enter the arena and die to a Cobalin . . .”

Terry went quiet. He flexed his biceps and clenched his jaw, taking labored breaths through flaring nostrils.

“What is it?” Dhane asked innocently, already knowing the man’s problem.

“Oh, nothing. Sorry. If I died to a wretched, backstabbing, dishonorable Cobalin, then I would lose my title. Even if it was all due to bad luck, and anyone else would have died, too.”

“That sounds tough. I don’t think I could do what you do.”

Terry smiled. “Thank you for saying that. Really. It is tough. There are many expectations, and we’re never allowed to have a bad day, you know?”

Dhane nodded, and they stepped through the main doors to the Revelation room, which was a massive half-dome, entirely comprised of stairs facing a wall of hexagonal sections.

People conversed in little circles. There was a distinctive difference between the three leadership tiers and challengers, mostly by how they dressed and how they grouped themselves.

Ricky was leaning against the far wall, wearing a long-nosed mask. He had been watching the doorway and gave Dhane a little head shake, which meant he hadn’t seen any Cobalins yet.

Terry navigated through the waiting people with confidence. He stopped at an upper section of the staircase, where he said they’d get the best view.

“Others,” he said, “don’t have reservations. They’ll rush out for the best unclaimed tables. But we can take our time.”

“Wow,” Dhane said, “I guess there are some perks to dating a challenger. How often do you go to Royal parties?”

“How often? I go to most of them, I guess. Unless I have a good book to read.”

“Oh, you like to read? What type of books?”

Terry tensed. “I . . . I don’t think they are books you’d like.”

“No? Have you read Lord of the Flies? I like how it digs into human nature and the dangers of repression.”

“Yes . . . those are meaty topics.”

“Hey,” Dhane said, giving Terry a playful tap like Kora would, “how about this, I count to three, and then we both say the last novel we read. Okay?”

“I . . .”

“One . . . two, three! Little Women.”

“My Babe Squad.”

“Oh,” Dhane said. “Is that erotica. . .?”

“No! Not really. I mean, technically, but I don’t read it for that. They have some very exciting adventures.”

“In bed.”

“I mean—”

“I’m teasing you. Read whatever you like. There’s no rule that says you have to like or dislike a genre. So who cares what others think.”

Terry smiled and relaxed, then . . . Challenger Sarah walked up.

Shit! Dhane let go of the man’s arm and fumbled with his fingers. What was up with her uncanny ability to sniff him out?

And . . . double shit bacon supreme. Dhane was currently wearing a lovely black mask with some distinctive animations, the very same mask he had on the last time he talked to her as a guy!

Calm. . . . He was overreacting. Thanks to Du Dolly and his magical breasts, Dhane looked nothing like a guy. And she wasn’t here for the King of Shadows; she was looking at Terry.

Challenger Sarah wore a remarkable dress. Apparently, black was her color. The dress parted at her right hip, showing a long sliver of her leg.

Her top was held up by thin straps tied at her otherwise bare shoulders. She had a matching black mask with animated swirls of silver that did little to hide her vivid red eyes.

“You actually brought a stupid date this time?” she asked. “That’s so unlike you, Terry, but wow”—she turned to Dhane—“I fucking love your dress!”

“Really?” Dhane said, his voice squeaking, “I-I- got it in Glimmerpond. Have you heard of Du Dolly?”

“Who hasn’t? He’s stupid skilled with thread and needle. Maybe in a different life, I’d make dresses. But at least I can still wear them. This is an Adélard,” she said, motioning to her dress. “I picked it up in Silva Garden last week.”

The lights dimmed, and the room quieted.

“Looks like,” she said, “this thing is finally starting. I hear it will be exceptionally interesting.”

“Sarah,” Terry whispered, “I would invite—”

“Shhh, and don’t be stupid. You have a date. I can take care of myself, dear. You two have fun.”

The room grew darker, then a man walked across the air near the hexagonal sections of the wall. His footsteps produced luminescent ripples that shimmered in blue, matching his light crystal.

He was shorter than average, his complexion a coppery blue, his hair curly and black, and he wore the strangest looking suit made of light-gray triangles sewn together as if mimicking a low-poly video game character.

“Ladies, gentlemen,” the man said, voice a little quiet, a little shaky, “I am Elias, the designer of this evening’s party.

“I worked closely with the Reditai to create something exceptional and, I would say, evocative. I wanted to capture the beauty of cleansed evil. I wanted to reveal a new world, a paradise, the very thing we have come together to fight for.

“Now, without further ado, may I present for your enjoyment the Sea of Stone Shadows.”

Elias walked to the end of the room, trailing more of the glowing ripples. A grinding sound vibrated the marble, the walls, the decorations. There was a cavity below the hexagonal sections of the wall, and the stone slowly dropped into it, displacing air to push up through the gaps.

It was like a lifting curtain—in reverse—to a gorgeous theater set. Beyond the wall were crashing waves of stone that formed paths and alcoves for over a hundred tables facing the opposing end.

It was outside, sparkling stars above. And far-far below, across the stretches of tiny rolling hills, all of the pink trees glowed with crystal lights.

The waves curved in such a way that everything faced a large stage or dance floor. It ran to the very edge of a cliff, protected by a wall of clear glass.

Terry slid his hand down Dhane’s wrist, then interlocked their fingers.

Whoa, hold up, cowboy. Everything was moving a bit fast. But . . . think of the children! Where that was normally a debate fallacy, today, it was reality.

“What do you think?” Terry asked.

“It’s . . .” Dhane said, swallowing his discomfort, “pretty.” Holding hands was nothing. Get a grip. Octoralis emphatically agreed and giggled all the same.

Next time, he projected, you go on the date. He could sit back and watch her stumble through all the socially awkward interactions.

She seemed overjoyed at the prospect of dating another spider, which sent goosebumps up his arms.

On second thought. . . .

Terry led the way down the steps to the curving path. Their table happened to be third from the front, about a dozen feet above the main floor.

Behind them—climbing higher with each row—were tables in their own nooks, all aligned in a giant half-circle. And above them, palace hallways and doors behind marble balusters supporting a golden handrail.

Terry pulled out a chair, and Dhane sat, thanking his gentlemanly date. The table glowed with romantic mood lighting, turquoise ripples shifting across the surface.

There was . . . something off about the alcove, something painful and distant. It must have been his subconscious mind, feeling around the stone, identifying shapes and pathways for escape.

It was a shape in the stone that felt wrong. . . .

The shape of a Cobalin?

Intrinsically and immediately, he knew that this statue of stone was no piece of art. It was not chiseled or designed but rather captured.

He didn’t recognize the Cobalin, her face twisted in pain, a single, petrified tear rolling down her cheek, mouth open in an eternal silent scream.

<Save them. . . .>

The ancient voice, this time, conveyed a sense of finality. It said that this was what it had been talking about the whole time since he entered Ceratree City again. The Cobalins were missing from the arena and the guilds and the labyrinth below because they were here as decorations.

There was something broken within him. He kept feeling for others and finding them, dozens at first, trapped in the whirling stone waves. But the further he extended his senses, the more he found.

Hundreds.

Terry smiled and tapped a pearlescent cube at the center of the table, withdrawing a menu. He explained how all the various dishes were already cooked to perfection and stored within their table’s inventory. Whatever looked good on the menu was as easy to retrieve as entering its number combination.

He demonstrated this by withdrawing a medium-rare steak and a baked potato with all the toppings: sour cream, green onions, bacon bits, cheese, and butter.

Nothing looked appealing. They sat in a literal graveyard of Cobalins, the fear and pain still lingering in the area, and no one cared.

Almost no one. Ricky shared a table with two other guys up a row. They were laughing, talking about girls doing this and girls doing that, all the while Ricky sat, lips pulled down.

“Do you need help?” Terry asked.

“Oh, I’m good,” Dhane said, and Terry cocked his head, eyes alert and scrutinizing as if trying to defuse a bomb.

Dhane quickly added, “Thanks, though,” and produced his best smile. To show just how capable he was, he selected a bowl of fruit topped with whipped cream.

“That’s all you’re getting?”

“Got to watch my girlish figure, right?”

“Nonsense! You’re perfect.”

“Oh, thanks.” He tried to produce a blush. How did one blush on command? A meek, furtive glance did the trick. He said, “I like to start with dessert, so I’m not too full for the best part of the meal.”

“Then I will too,” Terry said, depositing his dinner back to the cube and withdrawing a triple scoop hot fudge sundae.

The song of a whale echoed across the stone waves, gathering everyone’s attention. At the center of the main platform stood Azalea, the Diamond Royal, holding a blue bell.

She gave the tiny bauble a twitch of the wrist, producing another rumbling song that meandered through the audience until everyone was perfectly silent.

Azalea wore her blue dress that wrapped her perfect figure, ending in white ruffles. Her golden hair was different, braided around her ears, the rest straight, held together with a net made of tiny diamonds that shimmered in the spotlight.

Behind her were her two friends, wearing matching dresses. They were poised, confident, and unafraid to be at the center of everyone’s attention.

“Thank you,” the Diamond Royal said, her voice soft and clear, projecting in the same way the speakers at the arena had.

She handed the bell off to her nasally voiced friend, then said, “Today’s entertainment will be provided by our honored guest and sponsor, who will introduce himself in a moment.

“Following his performance, we will hear from the High Priest of the Veritai, who will have her own presentation that I think you all will find quite fascinating and perhaps a little alarming. This is war, after all.

“Afterward, the floor will open for dance. Our band this evening is none other than the Sumilian Shaggers who have written a new song to be debuted here for your listening pleasure.

“Honored guild, Soligniar, will perform a bit of sky magic before we end for the night. I believe you’ll find it most extraordinary.

“And though this is a celebration of the beginning of great things to come, please party responsibly. The war meet begins at nine o’clock tomorrow. Make sure your squads are present.

“Now, please welcome our mysterious entertainer with due applause.” She and her friends walked off the stage to a fancy table surrounded by a small team of guards and servants.

Terry leaned in close and whispered, “As a challenger, we can do whatever you want. Explore the palace or the gardens. So if any of this is boring, just let me know.”

“Oh,” Dhane said over the clapping, “I’m not bored. But I appreciate your concern. It’s all very exciting, actually.”

Terry smiled, likely cheerful that the date was going so well. He scooped up a large spoonful of ice cream and shoved it into his mouth.

A man—wearing a black top hat, the rim of which was extra wide and pouring something like black sand off the sides in perfect sheets that hid his form—walked to the center of the stage.

The black sand tapped and bounced and spread across the stonework. Mages in dark gray robes summoned fog to roll down the curving pathways to the main floor.

“This is a story of a man,” sang the presenter in a familiar-sounding voice. “Roaming the lands without a plan. Destined to be alone and poor. Until one day he fought a boar.”

The sand stopped, and the man removed his hat to reveal himself as Nick, the meat merchant, the guy who gave Dhane his first decent shirt in exchange for a raving 5-star review.

Nick was wearing some sort of fake suit, light and baggy. The details of the suit were drawn over the material in white crayon.

He threw the hat down, and the platform was engulfed in flame, burning away the fog. And as the flames burst up around him, he tore off his fake suit, skin glistening in the firelight, wearing a red speedo.

“He ate it raw!” four shirtless barbarians roared from the sides of the platform. “Became a god!”

“I’ve created a monster,” Dhane whispered.

“What was that?” Terry asked.

“Oh, err, nothing.”

Half a dozen scantly clad women ran to the center of the stage from all sides then, arm in arm, formed a kickline. Nick seemed to have vanished in the chaos.

“He is a god, a-a god, a-a ga-od!” the women chorused multiple times, all smiles, kicking their feet above their heads synchronously while the line rotated clockwise.

The mages worked the fire at the corners, swirling flames and sparks into the night sky. The barbarians were now juggling different types of raw meat: poultry, naked and flapping in the air; giant drumsticks; balls of meatloaf.

“I am the Chosen One!” Nick yelled, hovering over the women, hanging from a thin line attached to the world’s strongest speedo.

The women changed their chorus. “I want your meat, your-r meat, your-r me-eat!” They sang it twice, one rising in pitch, the other falling.

Then everyone shouted, “IN- MY- MOUTH!”

Guitarists jogged out to the stage and jammed while whipping their long hair back and forth. Nick cut his line and landed at the front, and his circus troop ran in for a group bow.

Dhane expected crickets or the awkward, loud clap. But everyone loved it. Everyone, including Terry. They cheered and clapped and whistled, giving the performance a standing ovation.

“Thank you! I’m Nick. Come by for an autograph anytime. Army members get a ten-percent trade bonus. I love you guys!”

Nick and his troop quickly exited the stage to a set of reserved tables on the front row. They were hugging each other and laughing.

“You guys were perfect!” he said. “High-fives all around. And to show my appreciation, I’ve included a coupon with your payment.

“Come around any time if you want my meat or . . . after hours if you want my other meat. Wink wink. You get it, right? Good! I don’t want to be ambiguous about that.”

Dhane sighed. Well, it was good the guy was doing well. In just the last few days, Nick went from being a nobody to some type of rockstar.

Everyone knew who he was, so it went without saying that if they needed a meat trader—or a meat job—he was their guy.

Veritus Scyla walked to the center of the stage.

And things just got serious.


Chapter
Thirty-Four



Dhane balled his fists, unease pooling in his stomach. He ate a whipped-cream-covered grape just to give his teeth something to do other than grind against each other.

The only conclusive outcome from tonight’s masquerade party was to learn what secrets the Veritai were keeping. And yet, the very sight of the High Priest was nearly unbearable.

Veritus Scyla didn’t need a fancy whale bell or pyrotechnics to grab everyone’s attention. Her mere presence seemed to affect the weather; a cold breeze flittered across the tables.

She waited at the center of the platform for an uncomfortable stretch of silence, letting everyone watch her, take in her maskless visage and her sweeping maroon dress that didn’t quite match her brilliantly blue crystal necklace.

Penny! Dhane gasped, a torrent of emotions escaping his vault. She was so damn close! He could just rush the High Priest and tear the necklace free then—somehow—escape.

But . . . no. He wasn’t here for Penny as much as that butchered his insides. A premature move would ruin his ability to save hundreds of Cobalins.

Grr, sometimes being a king sucked majorly. Never mind, what was he thinking? It always sucked to be king. He just wanted to act selfishly, but he couldn’t turn his back on those who needed him.

“People of the Light,” Veritus Scyla said, voice firm and carrying to all reaches of the room. “We tread on precarious ground, overconfident in our abilities and triumphs, concerned with meaningless accolades while our grip, our resolve slackens.

“Was it not four years ago that we lost Tarsolen in the Caelta Forest? And Glacioni’s Yiandale, supplier of our nivalitium without which we can no longer craft Vvitablades?”

Dhane’s dagger seemed interested in that news. Despite its exhaustion, it managed to send a psychic flurry of relief.

“The King of Shadows,” she continued, “has only reminded the people of the dangers that surround our cities and our way of life. This new figure is nothing more than a distraction.

“We will conquer this Dedu Tedu Novus.” She said the name dismissively. “But we will not stop there. Those of Shadow need to be eliminated!”

Everyone clapped and cheered.

Veritus Scyla waited for silence, then said, “Now is the time to see this war concluded, to build our paradise, to cast out the darkness from our heaven. We will strike while the people remember the fight.

“And the Veritai have just the solution to accomplish this task, a solution that you’ll be able to take to your squads. Now, a demonstration.”

She motioned to four priests that were waiting to the side. They turned toward one another, wearing white robes and crystal jewelry. One by one, they drew red symbols in front of themselves.

The air rippled and swirled with life essence, drained from the priests. A moment later, a creature appeared, chained and shackled.

It looked very much like a fox, one that stood upright about five feet tall. It had a sandy coloration to its fur, a narrow and short muzzle, and a bushy tail.

Unlike a fox, however, were its hands. They seemed delicate and not too unlike a human’s, with longer fingers covered in white fur and pink paw pads.

“Noooo, nooo no no nooo!” the creature yelled in a female voice, fighting against the priests that dragged her onto the stage. “Please no kill Siiba. Siiba nooo attack Light. Siiba peaceful! Siiba don’t want to die!”

No one understood her. To everyone else, she was yelping and growling, which only made them all the more excited for her undoing, specifically because they thought her to be an evil monster.

One of the priests presented Veritus Scyla with a sacrificial knife in a jagged S-shape. She attached a crystal to the pommel and fed it some life essence to make it glow red.

Siiba did not like the color or the blade or the look in Veritus Scyla’s eyes. The shadowling shoved backward, the priests’ feet sliding against the force of Siiba’s desperation.

Dhane clenched his jaw, his heart, none-too-happy. If he thought this was a monster, would he be cheering for its demise like everyone else? Or would he see Siiba’s panic and fear and feel that bubbling sick in his stomach as he did now?

Veritus Scyla smiled. It was such a controlled expression, hard and cold. “You must lower its health, then activate the dagger.”

She stepped up to a struggling Siiba, who continued to plead for her life, offering solutions such as slavery or resources or a treaty.

It all fell on deaf ears.

The High Priest attacked. She tore that sacrificial knife through Siiba’s fur, slicing lines into her soul that bled in a silvery-white glow and drained her health bar.

Siiba screamed and thrashed, overpowering the three priests enough that the fourth had to jump in to hold her down.

“Now!” Veritus Scyla said, a surge of elation breaking through her repressed facade. “The true genius of the Veritai!” She plunged the blade into Siiba’s chest and activated its effect.

Siiba gasped. Her fur lost its color, hardening to stone. It made a cracking sound as the transformation crept across her body. Tendrils of soul leached into the crystal on the knife’s pommel and turned green.

The priests let go, and Siiba—much like all the other Cobalins in the room—was petrified to exist forever in her last terror-filled moment of life.

“No Returns,” Veritus Scyla said, swaying a bit, drunk on death. “We can finally get rid of those of Shadow, and in doing so, gain more power.”

She pulled the crystal from the sacrificial knife and fed it with life essence. A glowing green light materialized in her offhand. “I see. It’s a healing ability. Now we have it.”

Everyone cheered. There was genuine excitement, a way to augment their set of skills with the skills of defeated foes.

“Settle down,” Veritus Scyla said and waited for perfect silence. It didn’t take long; the audience was enamored by her and her promises.

She turned to the priest who had given her the sacrificial dagger. This time, the priest handed her a glowing orange opal about the size of her palm.

She pressed her newly empowered crystal to the opal, and the crystal’s color faded.

“The Fire Opal,” Veritus Scyla said, “is the latest in our advancement in symbology. Unlike normal crystals that can only hold a soul for a few months, the Fire Opal is a bank so perfectly constructed that it can hold countless souls for eternity.”

That was what he needed. That was what contained the souls of the Cobalins and anyone else sacrificed in the name of the Light.

The pressing question, however, was how he would steal it, surrounded by challengers and guards and squad leaders of every tier. Perhaps that was why it wasn’t locked in some vault right now. They felt the Royals’ palace was secure.

This just might be his only opportunity.

<Save them. . . .>

Veritus Scyla waited for the clapping to end, then continued, “The Vertai will share this breakthrough with you so we can achieve our mutually shared goals.

“But first, with a heavy heart, I must reveal the traitors among humanity, those who have aligned themselves with the forces of Shadow.”

“Move!” yelled a man from behind. The sound of a whip cracked the air. People turned and looked up the main pathway that now had a line of people chained together, shuffling toward the platform.

Leading the line was . . . Mr. Macho? The red-headed guy in Kevin’s party. And Tom, Aditi, Kevin, and three others he didn’t recognize, followed by Reditus Leon.

They were all disheveled and unwashed, barefoot and in rags. They each were gagged by a thick rope and wore a collar with familiar symbols.

Numbers?

Tom marched with purpose. He was probably the only one who had actually decided to join Dhane and those of Shadow.

Aditi’s eyes were pink and puffy, tears down her cheeks. Her chest shook, and she sucked in short breaths as if unable to breathe.

Then there was Kevin, the blond football jock. He wasn’t laughing now, not making fun of people. There was veritable fear in his eyes, looking about the audience that wanted to watch him die.

Dhane had been there.

It wasn’t a comforting experience.

Reditus Leon wore a stern expression. All of his silliness—his crazy old man act—was gone. He was a wiry man that feared nothing and stood up for his beliefs: a true leader.

The Changed Reditai had clawed out another chunk of power. No one even questioned it, this banishing of souls. They accepted, unquestionably, that such a thing would only be used against their enemies, failing to see that the Reditai were quickly becoming judge, jury, and executioner.

It just so happened that these enemies were Dhane’s friends, friends who had sacrificed something to help him, friends who didn’t deserve such public humiliation and punishment.

<Daddy?> Octoralis asked, no doubt feeling his emotional change, one of guilt, a feeling of debt unpaid, and stoking rage.

He funneled all of his emotions into the only emotion that mattered: resolve.

Octoralis didn’t need him to spell it out. She knew, in no uncertain terms, what he was planning to do. And so, she projected . . .

<Oh, crappy Cobalins. . . .>


Chapter
Thirty-Five



Dhane, preoccupied with intense resolve, momentarily forgot about his date.

Terry, on the other hand—and in the middle of the terrible demonstration of soon-to-be sacrificed humans—had the bright idea that such an occasion was somehow romantic.

He leaned forward, lips in a lovely pucker, and planted said pucker where it really ought not to have been planted.

In the challenger’s defense, maybe it was Dhane’s fiery glare. Maybe his rage had swirled into an aura, tickling Terry’s soul, and the man simply didn’t know how to comprehend such extreme fervor.

Dhane summoned and shoved a slice of Kako Bacon into the challenger’s mouth. That, by all accounts, should be considered a win-win: not only did the challenger steal his romantic kiss for the evening, he got bacon, too.

What man would complain?

Veritus Scyla had a whole row of new toys, their lead chain bolted to the stage floor. Her excitement was on full display, her lips and eyes, energetic.

The partygoers loved every bit of it.

She walked up to Mr. Macho, blade in hand, and grabbed his red hair, tearing the guy’s head back to reveal his throat. A quick slash and his gag fell free, leaving his cheek bleeding soul white.

“Harold, is it?” she asked.

Harold’s breaths were ragged, his heart headbanging to screamo, sweat glistening down the sides of his face. “But . . . I didn’t . . . do anything.”

“That is what they all say,” she said, then louder to her audience, “Don’t be fooled by their acts of innocence. They have been through a full range of tests, and the evidence is conclusive.”

Dhane knew what he had to do. Everything fell into place and made perfect sense. It was only a matter of timing.

Terry was chomping down on his delicious piece of poison. Little purple damage numbers slipped up into the air, drawing attention.

There was no time to second guess, to worry, to process the churning emotions of fear that screamed, What if, what if, what if! Octoralis jumped into the co-pilot’s seat and soothed those emotions away so Dhane could focus.

First and foremost, the numbers on the collars were like an IP address linked to a cemetery. It was identical to his Shadow test, where they used the little trick to falsely condemn people.

This all meant that if he changed the numbers to, well . . . how about Dedu Tedu Novus’s cemetery? Then death would Return them there.

But he didn’t know the numbers. He summoned his phone beneath the table and hammered out a message to Devron, praying to the autocorrect gods to not screw it up.

With the Send button pressed and with Terry’s puppy dog eyes begging for another treat, Dhane withdrew Kako Bacon, lots and lots of Kako Bacon.

Ricky got a dump-load of the stuff with a quick text message to distribute them as an exceptionally rare delicacy afforded to no other. And don’t eat any!

Terry happily munched on the few Dhane gave the man under the table. Such a good boy!

Veritus Scyla released Harold’s head, deciding he wasn’t worth the debut execution, drawing out the thrill and putting on a show.

She glided across the stage to someone more exciting at the end of the line. Moonlight reflected from her blade. The prisoners watched it, hoping against hope that she didn’t stop in front of them.

“Reditus Leon,” she said, “you have been charged and found guilty for allying with the forces of Shadow. Your punishment will be swift and merciful, for we of Light must walk the higher path.

“While I would grant you a valediction, I know you would spend your last words sowing chaos, spreading fabrications to support your sins against the Light. You will not have the opportunity.”

Reditus Leon glared at the High Priest. He was a man that stood before his end and accepted it for what it was, not fighting it, not trying to make muffled pleas.

He was straight-backed, resolute, and had a hardness to his face, his long white beard flowing down the front of him. It was an invitation to do her worst, an invitation she most certainly accepted.

Veritus Scyla grinned hungrily. She slammed the blade into his stomach, making him double over and grunt. His health bar coalesced from fragments of color.

She tore the blade out and stabbed it into his back, pushing him down to his knees. The audience cheered, cheered for justice, cheered for the end of the corrupted priest.

She slowly drew the blade up his back, spilling forth red damage numbers to stray skyward and prolong the pain.

“Are you ready,” Veritus Scyla whispered. She pulled the blade free and slid it gently down his cheek, cutting strands of his beard free to settle on the stone.

With delight and not waiting for a reply, she raised the blade and—

“LET MY PEOPLE GO!” the King of Shadows demanded. A burst of rumbling sound—amplified by Modify Vibrations—echoed across the stone, shattering glasses and spilling their expensive multicolored drinks.

Okay, Moses. . . .

One of these days, he’d need to give his kingly persona a psych evaluation. But today was not that day. Today, he needed that calm, regal, mightier-than-thou attitude.

“Move, peasant!” he yelled at a guy trying to escape down the main pathway. Hmm, maybe calm shouldn’t be on that list.

Everyone had their hands clasped over their ears, little -1s in red and white floating away. And while they were all busy plugging their earholes, he moved to distribute the goods.

And you get a bacon, and you get a bacon, and you get a bacon!

They materialized on plates and platters, surviving water goblets and wine glasses, laps and that little space between boobies called the intermammary cleft—or more commonly referred to as cleavage.

Why did his brain summon up intermammary? Because it was an odd word—intermammary—and his brain desperately needed a distraction from reality—intermammary.

Dhane’s dress, his very nice breasts, and mask dissolved into rivulets of smoke, transforming back into his Katsen Leather armor with hood up, his bone mask, and daggers.

While at it, he mentally removed his makeup and let out his hair, not that anyone could see. It was time for his new persona to take center stage, and, quite frankly, he was sick of pretending to be the fairer sex.

Two arrows streaked across the night air from the main platform, trailing a blur of flashing yellow. Without a second thought, he drew his Vvitablade and deflected them to the sides where they blasted into the stone, breaking chunks of it free.

Thank you, dagger, he projected.

<You’re not possessed. . . .>

Right.

Well . . . Dhane needed a good expletive. He had just committed to his absolute favorite thing in the whole wide world: an impromptu plan. And—to make it mucho gusto—he started it prematurely.

Yay.

Given the appearance of the great and terrible King of Shadows, who would even eat mysteriously appearing bacon? Or anything at all, for that matter? This was not a time for meals and snacks. It was a time for gawking and fearing the soul eater.

But . . . bacon.

That should be the Answer to the Ultimate Question of Life, the Universe, and Everything. Not 42. Bacon.

He needed to delay and—damn, was this hard—place a bit of trust in others. Ricky was diligently working his assigned job, no questions asked.

Veritus Scyla smiled and said in a cheerful tone, “This is quite unexpected. King of Shadows, have you come to be sacrificed?”

“To you?” he said, using his regal voice. “Certainly not, Scyla.” The mention of her name—especially without her title—made her face burn red.

“My name is SACRED!” she screamed.

“Very unladylike. Tsk tsk.”

“Guards!”

“Straight to violence? I see that those of Light dwell in a baser nature. I really shouldn’t be surprised by your actions.”

The Royal guards seemed confused but all too happy to stay a good length away from the King of Shadows.

What a lovely thing when propaganda backfires. He was likely the weakest person in the room, and everyone feared him.

Veritus Scyla glared. “Then tell me, shadowling, why are you here? You wouldn’t risk yourself for a few good-for-nothings.”

“Is it not custom to negotiate terms of surrender?”

“You wish to surrender?” she asked, voice shocked.

Dhane mentally reached out across the room. The vibration lines painted a picture of budding unrest. Everyone was paying attention to him and not his monstrous creations. They needed just a moment longer.

“I do not,” he said. “I’ve come to accept your surrender.”

“That is ridiculous!”

“As ridiculous as the King of Shadows standing in the Royals’ palace? If it should help your decision, I did not come alone.”

“Impossible. Every entrance, every hall is guarded. Nothing of Shadow could get in here.”

“And what if they were Resistance?”

This gave her pause. Her heart did a little jumping jack, her eyes scanning the alcoves and tables, which seemed full of glowering miscreants.

Then, very similar to a tea kettle’s whistle, Terry screamed. It was time. The pot of monsters was ready to be unleashed.

Terry thrust a finger, pain and fury twisting the vibration lines of his face. “YOU!” he bellowed, motioning to Dhane’s chair and seemingly concluding that Dhane, by not being Dhanelle, had somehow killed the lovely woman of his dreams.

The challenger was primed to take revenge. Nothing in the material plane of existence could possibly deter him. He was an enraged bull, all set to gore someone.

He screamed again, a sound that made even the Royal guards shudder, and charged with hands out, ready to strangle— “Bacon?” he squeaked, eyes wide.

Dhane held one crisp slice of Kako Bacon in his fingers. What was love in the face of bacon? Now that he had Terry’s attention, he threw the slice at Veritus Scyla.

Given all the perks of being an assassin, his aim was spectacularly true. The slice landed precisely between her ample melons, her intermammary cleft.

She jerked and looked down, eyebrows climbing her forehead. The High Priest managed to pull the crispy piece of poison free, then promptly disappeared, hit by a bus named Terry.

The Fire Opal took flight.

All hell let loose. Dozens of challengers and squad leaders fought tooth and nail for the remaining slices of bacon or to escape the frenzy altogether.

People were yelling to stop the madness! Dates turned on each other. Bodies fell over the parapets and crashed down on tables. Negative numbers were a tempest swirling into the sky.

“Don’t eat the bacon!” someone yelled over the shrieking of hellish animal skulls, chomping at the air as they shot skyward. But the warning was too late. The words meant nothing to the minds that were already ravaged by addiction.

A courageous Royal guard drew his sword, intent on ending the threat by killing the mastermind. A woman, however—in a lovely sundress—jumped on his back and bit his earlobe, screaming, “I like ears!”

The mental decay was clearly starting to show. People became wild, discarding their weapons to tackle and bite instead.

Dhane summoned more Kako Bacon. He dropped the delectable fodder on the non-addicted, finding little gaps in their shirts or pockets, making them targets for the cannibalistic baconombies.

The Royal Diamond and her friends were rushed out of the room using one of the lower side doors closest to the stage.

Veritus Scyla kicked and punched her way out from under Terry, who was trying to find more bacon in her intermammary cleft.

Tarebare . . . so forward. . . .

Once free, she grabbed at the air in front of her necklace, generating a swirl of energy that transfused to a writhing ball of water. She thrust her hand out and launched discs to slash across the challenger’s face.

Terry howled in pain, shoving away and trying to protect his head as more discs sliced across his body. He made it four steps away and then collapsed.

What. . .? Terry might not have had his armor equipped—and had been losing health to poison—but were the Veritai really strong enough to kill a challenger in one attack?

Two of the priests helped Veritus Scyla to her feet and dragged her toward the same exit the Diamond Royal had used.

She broke away, single-mindedly scurrying to reclaim the Fire Opal that had rolled to a stop within the shadow of Siiba’s stone statue.

Dhane triggered Shadow Shift. A second later, the world rushed forward in acrid smoke. He materialized and snatched the opal, turning it into tendrils of smoke and sending it to his Inventory app.

“No!” Veritus Scyla screamed. It was a wretched sound that summoned the attention of mindless meat bags. “You can’t—”

A deranged man clamped his teeth down on her neck, clawing fingers across her face, leaving hollow tears of black where her soul should have been.

One of her priests jabbed a sacrificial knife into the deranged man’s head. The other priest pulled energy from the crystals that wrapped her wrist and conjured a mobile wall.

Men and women, too mentally gone to behave themselves, pressed their faces to the wall, tongues out, teeth scraping the energy barrier.

Dhane, on impulse, grabbed the bright blue necklace that wrapped Veritus Scyla’s neck. Molten pain shot through his arm, tearing his life essence away because he was too damn stupid to keep it under control.

Shit!

He tried again, desperate like a madman clawing his way through hell to save Penny, willing his life essence to his core.

A third priest charged into him. She had a slight frame, but her eyes showed that she was determined. She sliced a knife across his chest three times—cutting Spider Armor down to 56/102—before pushing away.

The priests pulled Veritus Scyla toward the exit before they were overrun. They used skills from whoever they had sacrificed to slice and burn and freeze the onslaught. Pain, apparently, was still a deterrent.

The line of prisoners remained chained and shackled, bolted to the stone floor. They had nowhere to go and were utterly defenseless against the swarm.

Dhane growled at his lost opportunity. Focus. The prisoners needed him more than Penny did. She was peacefully resting until that fateful day he wasn’t such a freaking newb.

He withdrew every last Kako Bacon he had left, materializing them in puffs of smoke behind the wave, thrilling the four or five dozen wackos that had become quite hangry.

One of the meat bags, a bearish man, shirtless and hairy, yelled, “NICK! I WANT YOUR MEAT!” He crashed into the meat merchant who had been hiding behind his table, pinning him to the ground.

“Shit!” Nick screamed, still in his speedo. “Help, somebody, help me! I’m not meat; I don’t taste good! Don’t eat me!”

“Fetal position!” Dhane yelled.

Nick immediately obeyed, then the bearish man bit Nick on the shoulder, drool unhindered. “It’s not working!” he shrieked.

Ehhh, okay, the bearish guy was not a bear. That should have been obvious.

Reditus Leon was trying to pick the lock that bound everyone to the stage floor. He used his mental access to his phone to withdraw items.

Dhane summoned Octoralis to protect the line of prisoners, sent an Exploding Spider to the chain bolting everyone to the ground, and kicked the large man—the one molesting Nick—in the face.

The large man rolled off, and Nick scrambled to his feet. One look at the forming smoke of a thirteen-foot Octoralis, however, and he ran in the opposite direction, which just so happened to be into his assailant’s open arms.

“This way!” Dhane said, summoning and desummoning his gears to distract the muscleman as they ran back to the line of prisoners.

His Exploding Spider detonated, blowing a chunk of the chain apart. Reditus Leon quickly pulled the end through his shackles and told the others to do the same.

A ding! alerted Dhane to a new message.

¤ Messages

» 10:46 p.m.—Hells, man, is this what you need?

Beneath the message was a picture of four symbols hidden within the cemetery’s fountain.

Oh, Devron, you beautiful man!

The prisoners recoiled at Dhane’s approach. He desummoned his bone mask, pulled his hood down, and removed their gags.

“M-master!” Tom said, grinning. Aditi also looked relieved and scared and very much ready to get the hell out of here.

Octoralis sent a swirl of panic. <Hurry, Daddy!> She was getting overrun by stupid stupid stupid meat bags trying to bite her legs.

Some of them were dying to the poison, filling the air with purple experience disks and loot bubbles. He leveled up, not that he had time to really think about it.

“You have two options,” he said to the prisoners. “You can be fodder for the bloody mosh pit, Return, and get sacrificed by the Light—”

“Or?” Kevin asked.

“— or you can join my village.”

“Are you going to torture and kill us?”

“Only if you touch my dessert. I’m joking. No torture. Decide now.”

Red-headed Harold, arrogant and stupid, said, “Fuck that! Get this thing off me.”

“Harold!” Kevin yelled.

“I’m not of Shadow. You’re honestly going to go with bra dude here?”

“Yes. Yes, I am. He’s not trying to kill me, which puts him on my good list. Use that pea-sized brain of yours for once.”

They didn’t have time for this. If Harold didn’t want to be saved, he didn’t deserve to be saved. Dhane unbuckled the guy’s collar.

Harold ran off, yelling back, “I’m not a meat-head!” then promptly got tackled by half a dozen baconombies and eaten alive.

The display of terrible, terrible violence made the vote unanimous: join the village!

Dhane quickly unbuckled the collars on everyone and showed them the symbols they needed to change. It would take too long and too much mana for him to do it all himself.

“. . . then you need to put the collar back on,” he said, motioning to Tom as a good example.

“I don’t have a collar,” Nick said, panic in his voice.

“You’re not a prisoner, Nick.”

“Not yet. But damn this place! It’s going to shit. There will be a witch hunt after this, and who do you think they’ll point their fingers at first? The one who built his business on your review, that’s who.”

Reditus Leon handed Nick his collar. “My boy,” he said to Dhane. “I would go with you, but the Resistance needs me.” He summoned his phone, “Give me your number, and don’t you forget to call on Sundays, you hear?”

Dhane did so, and the wiry old man transformed into a cute monkey with tan fur and a long tail. He skittered off to a section of the wall and climbed to safety.

<Daddy!> Octoralis shouted through their connection. Her life had dropped below a fourth, fighting men and women that didn’t have the sense to draw their weapons. If they had, this would have gone terribly wrong.

Dhane smashed the pommel of his dagger into the glass wall that protected the stage from the cliff. It shattered into fragments of glass that fell into oblivion.

His new recruits had to die—so . . . maybe he lied to Kevin—and death by falling was far more pleasant and immediate than being a cannibal’s chew toy.

“What are’ya doing?” Aditi asked.

There could be no delay, no hesitation, no working up to it. They needed to jump. So Dhane whipped up a little lie and said, “Have you guys seen Back to the Future? Yeah? It’s a lot like that. You have to hit terminal velocity, then the portal will . . . err, open.”

Aditi nodded and smiled. “Thank you!”

Octoralis shifted to smoke, jumping back into his soul, her health down to 24/225.

“Go go go!” he said, removing the destination symbols from Harold’s collar. The line of prisoners—and Nick—jumped off the cliff. Some gasped, some screamed, and some made rather loud splats a few seconds later.

Dhane pulled mana into his finger and drew the symbols needed for him to Return back to his village, safe and with everyone else.

The wall of bodies—attacking each other as much as fighting to get to him—converged, their health bars a wave of red and orange.

He wrapped the collar around his neck, fingers on the buckle, when a whisper over the commotion of guttural growls caught his attention.

“Dhane,” said the whisper. He immediately wrapped the speaker in vibration lines, a young woman standing in the upper palace hallways that overlooked the party.

Her figure and voice were impossibly familiar.

Penny. . .?


Chapter
Thirty-Six



There was no possible way it could be Penny . . . right? Dhane’s mind was just filling in gaps, blindly hoping she was alive and well.

Guards, guards, and more guards were storming up the main foyer to the Revelation room, outlined by vibrations.

Baconombies—drooling, doddering, and dying—reached for him, reached for fresh meat to stave off their intense cravings for the poison that had all been consumed.

The Penny doppelgänger, draped in white robes and a hood, left the outside hallway through a tall door. He couldn’t quite get a sense of her, not enough, at least, to confirm his speculation.

“Wait!” he yelled.

<No, Daddy!> Octoralis projected. <We have to go!>

He deposited the collar, stepping back from his monsters, glass crunching underfoot. The collar would still be there for him to die, but if the mysterious woman was Penny, he had to know.

A lady grabbed his arm. Her powder-white skin was a mess of smeared makeup. She had bright red lips pulled into a crazy smile.

Two guys yanked his legs up from under him, and his back slammed against the stone stage. They dug into him like he was a juicy . . . something delicious, for sure.

Lucky for him, he was wearing his nifty thrifty armored underwear, AKA Spider Armor. That and Katsen Leather. Could it still be underwear if Spider Armor took damage first?

Sometimes, people thought of the craziest things when they were on the dinner menu between salad and dessert. Better that than, Oh, shit bacon!

Dhane triggered Shadow Shift up to the closest main wall. He endured one second’s worth more of his deep tissue massage by teeth, then poofed into smoke. He reappeared, turned gravity to the side, and ran to the hallway.

By the time he reached the same place the woman had been, the Royal guards rushed into the room of stone waves below.

One guard pointed to him, yelling something about the King of Shadows. This particular guard was soon attacked by a mindless man, and the fighting broke out.

Dhane sprinted through the doorway, which opened to a large arched corridor. Sprawled to one side was a library with thousands—tens of thousands—of books on towering shelves accessed across multiple open floors.

The other side had alcoves and tables twisted within what appeared to be giant tree branches. Little pathways cut in and out, everything lit by luminescent flowers.

And at the far end of it all, the woman in white.

She was facing away, hands on a marble balustrade in what looked like a massive spiraling staircase. Her body shifted into crimson flakes, reappearing as vibration lines three floors below.

It was like chasing a dream, the details always obscured, running, running, always running. The moment he would catch her, he’d wake up before the tantalizing details could be known.

She was leading him somewhere, but why? Perhaps it was not safe to speak in the open . . . with guards in hot pursuit of the King of Shadows.

Yeah . . . no shit, dumb-dumb.

He charged across the corridor and entered the giant spiraling staircase that dropped at least thirty floors, light crystals dim for the evening.

All the way down on one side was a colossal cascade of color, a stained glass window, tinting moonlight. It was the very same window he had seen outside, above the upper market.

Every floor had rooms of varying depths. People, unaware of the night’s excitement, talked far below about their daily gossip, laughing and flirting.

The sigils in the floor and the balustrade were a form of instant transportation, an elevator of sorts, powered by essence. Of course, there were no easily labeled buttons or an operator.

Instead, he jumped over the balustrade, falling down the center of the winding stairs. The moment the correct floor came into sight, he locked onto a shadow and triggered Shadow Shift.

The world dissolved into the rush of hot smoke, then he was there, his downward momentum canceled out. Interesting and useful.

Dhane jogged forward and stopped in the doorway of what looked like a prayer room. Votive candles were in a long rack, burning blue flames beneath a statue of an angel, her wings spread and torn.

There were pews on the opposite side of the room, empty. The woman—the doppelgänger, the pretender—was the only other person in the room and could evade him no longer.

She reached out to an unlit candle sitting in a glass cup and slid her finger around the cup’s rim. Her essence swirled through the glass, giving the sigils a glow, then a brilliant blue flame ignited.

She turned around, a gorgeous smile on her face.

And his heart broke.

Attraction wasn’t just a physical thing. It ran deep beneath the flesh to who the person was. But when the physical changes reflected the internal, the mindset, the person . . .

“Penny. . .?” he asked. It was most definitely her, no doubt about it. But her golden blonde hair was now white, and her beautiful ocean-blue eyes were now silver and gold.

He had a strong urge to run to her, to envelope her in his arms, to feel her warmth, her body against his.

But no. . . .

She was a Changed Reditai.

She was his enemy.

Penny didn’t appear to sense his turmoil, his pain. She asked, conversationally, as if they had been here talking for hours, “Do you know what metanoia means?”

“Yes,” he said in a whisper, his throat dry.

“It’s such a beautiful word, don’t you think? To cast out my sins, the past me, and change. To transform. You were always so good with words. When I learned of this one, I thought of you.”

“Why? Why change?”

“Why change. . .? I will admit, I didn’t understand at first,” she said, walking to the first pew and touching the carved backrest.

She looked back at him, her eyes reflecting the blue candlelight, almost a projection of the old her. “I fought, you know?”

“They forced you?” Dhane asked, tendrils of rage wrapping his heart like vines with thorns. Octoralis dared not soothe the fire. If anything, she stoked it, her emotions reflecting back to his.

“That’s what you want to hear, isn’t it? Yes, they forced me, they sliced their symbols into me, and I cried your name.”

She giggled. “Huh, it’s all kind of embarrassing thinking back on it. We barely knew each other, and I wanted you to be my knight in shining armor.

“But now? Now I see the gift they gave me. They opened my eyes, Dhane. I’m no longer that naïve girl with a tainted soul, seeking a cure that didn’t exist.”

“A cure?” Dhane asked, then he realized something so incredibly elementary it seemed impossible everyone wouldn’t already know.

“You didn’t need a cure,” he said. “Your soul was always a reflection of how you saw yourself. Tainted? You carried your darkest times of life, your regret, to heaven.”

Her lips turned into a pitying smile. “They told me you wouldn’t understand. Join me. Let me open your eyes. Let me show you why those of Shadow must be destroyed.”

“I’m of Shadow!”

“But we can cut that from you. You have a choice—you have both affinities. You don’t have to play their games anymore. Stop being a pawn, living to take orders from greater beings.”

“Penny,” he said, “the Cobalins are children, human children. You can’t possibly think destroying them is the correct answer.”

She sighed. “They aren’t children. They were children; now they are monsters that must be cleansed.”

“This isn’t you.”

“Oh, and who is the real me? That sad barkeep girl clinging to some dream of baking bread all day and soaking in the lakes of Terralacoos?

“This is the real me, Dhane. This is who I’ve always wanted to be but couldn’t. Can’t you see that? The Reditai released my shackles, they freed me, they empowered me.”

“They brainwashed you,” he said in a defeated voice. “They stole you from me. They turned you against me.”

Penny didn’t have a reply. She was neither mad nor sad. She merely watched him, tracing his form with her strange metallic eyes.

Then she reached out to his soul. The brush of her intent was deathly cold. It struck a chord, a thrumming pain in his chest. She was every bit alive and yet . . . gone.

She walked up to him, still that gorgeous girl he had fallen so head over heels for, but now changed, unfamiliar.

She took his hand in hers, entwining their fingers together, sharing a touch of warmth as if to remind herself what they once had. She pushed up on her toes and kissed him.

It lacked any spark, of any deep desire, of pain and past and . . . her. It lacked her. When she broke away, there was a look of accomplishment playing on her face. A sacrificial knife was in her hand, pressed into his heart.

It hurt. It hurt so damn much. Not the blade, not how it requested his life essence that Octoralis was holding back because he wasn’t in any sort of mind to do it himself.

No . . . it hurt because it was over.

It hurt because she died and was gone.

When he didn’t start turning to stone, her expression changed to one of confusion and alarm. No doubt, she had done everything she was supposed to, sans actually reducing his health. But maybe this sacrificial knife was specially made to capture the King of Shadows.

Dhane gently slid her hand from the handle, and the moment she stopped touching it, it lost its form to a stream of smoke, depositing to his inventory.

It was at this time he felt the vibrations of all the guards ascending and descending the stairs, far closer than his typical range. Of course, she was the distraction, and he played right into her trap.

He stepped away from Penny, eyes burning, heart crushed. There was never a chance, not even a sliver. It couldn’t have ended worse.

She didn’t seem to feel anything for him. In all likelihood, she thought him to be trapped, making her the victor in a strategic game of chess.

Lured to his end.

Checkmate.

He took another step back, the vibration lines of the guards now just beyond the doorway, their weapons drawn, pulsating with different skills and passives, prepared to take on the King of Shadows.

Penny smiled. “If you value your friends, you’ll cooperate. We only want you and the Fire Opal.”

“What?” he asked in a whisper.

She touched something in her wrist. A crystal? It made her eyes give off a slight glow. “Information is power, and our network is vast.

“You’ve been going by Dhanelle. You broke into the labyrinth with Evelyn, a low-level vampire in the Sanguis guild. Your current squad is with Ricky, Aaliyah, and the fake Reditai, Kora.”

A spear of panic shot through his heart. He immediately and mentally texted each of them for roll call. One by one, they replied . . . except for Evelyn.

He told them to run. Run as far away as they could until their service marks expired. Then he texted Evelyn again and again.

Could she be asleep?

“She’s cute,” Penny said.

“Don’t you dare touch her!”

“Oh, but I could use a friend.” She giggled. “Relax, no one has touched your precious new girlfriend. She’s still locked up in her guild, waiting to be disciplined in the morning. But that can all change in a few minutes.”

Dhane’s mind was racing through every possible move, weighing the pros and cons, fear and rage tangling together.

“Do you . . .” she said, stepping up to him and drawing a finger down his chest, “even know why I’m here? It wasn’t some elaborate trap if that’s what you think. You touched my soulchrum. You called to me.

“Fate brought us here. Our seemingly random actions, all in the pursuit of opposing goals. But we can still be together, Dhane. Join me, trust me, let me open your eyes.”

<Don’t do it, Daddy,> Octoralis projected.

He let out a breath. There was only one thing he could do, a very Dhane-thing to do: make the impossible, possible.

Penny recognized the look in his eyes, the determination against all the odds. They had, at one point, shared their souls. She knew him, and because of that, she signaled the guards.

They stormed in, wearing their white armor accented in gold. This amount of force was clearly overkill. There was no way to win against the best guards in the land.

But he didn’t need to.

“Goodbye, Penny.”

“As if you can leave,” she said with a smirk.

Dhane felt for the shadows beyond the wall of men and women prepared to cut him down. They approached with needless caution, and he triggered Shadow Shift.

He reappeared behind them and sprinted toward the balustrade, using it to launch himself across the space of the spiraling stairs and into the enormous stained glass window.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



The sound glass made when smashed by the full force of a body intent on going through it was loud and sharp and full of tinkling.

Dhane’s great escape had a rippling effect on the awe-inspiring window. One would expect a small hole in the shape of his body, but with a bit of Modify Vibrations, glass ruptured in a wave.

Penny’s voice was mixed into the cacophony of a shattering world, ordering guards to the cemeteries and alerting the patrols in case he survived the fall.

She said something else, something lost to the chaos, something about his friends.

Octoralis filled his chest with apprehension, psychically screaming, <Collar collar collar! Put your collar on, Daddy!>

He declined.

While his squad was free to escape, Evelyn was not. They would take her like they took Penny and strip away her spark, strip away everything that made her, her.

He would not let those bastards touch her if it was the last thing he did in this immortal coil!

Air whipped through him. The cobblestone street between fancy merchant buildings quickly approached.

People looked up to a sky of moonlight refracting upon innumerable shards of glass. It was probably a beautiful, if not haunting, sight.

Dhane triggered Shadow Shift, aimed at a crossroad where the shadow of a large rosebush rested, mostly undisturbed by foot traffic.

The night dissolved to that place he always glimpsed between worlds. When he reappeared, the smoke shot down to the ground and out away from him.

People in fine dress, bedazzled in jewelry, walking their fancy pets in fancy pants, gaped, frozen in place, whispers of King of Shadows on their lips.

Apparently, he was recognizable around these parts. “That first step,” he said, shaking his head, “can be a real doozy.”

Then the glass hit, a rain of translucent, multicolored blades, tearing through souls and prompting everyone to cut their awestruck gawking short to take cover.

Dhane summoned his horse. Yes, he had a horse, which was easy to forget when his other mount was a ginormous spider that just so happened to not be entirely amused with his current decision.

You have to heal, he projected, glass tearing through his Spider Armor. Smoke rushed into the form of his horse, a horse with a black coat and eight eyes, because . . . whatever.

I healed enough! she replied, her health ticking up to 93/225. Her emotions were swirling in his chest, a mixture of jealousy and a desire to be useful.

But he also didn’t want to draw the attention of thousands of adventurers and guards, people that were hellbent on his capture.

She understood. She didn’t agree.

Dhane jumped onto the horse’s back, and it shot down the street at a full gallop, hooves silent. He grabbed the reins and held on for dear life.

A silent horse was a remarkable thing, a perfect thing for an assassin, and a less than perfect thing for anyone needing a good audible warning to move it, move it.

People bounced and broke beneath him. Others yelled and pointed before diving into merchant booths, shops, and two performers singing a duet.

Horns blared, and guards shouted, summoning their own mounts to give chase. Giant wolves and deer and what looked like a raptor materialized at junctions he passed.

<Very subtle, Daddy,> Octoralis projected.

I never claimed to be a good rider!

An old woman was crossing the street with her walker, tennis balls attached to the ends. She continued toward her ultimate goal of ten steps per day and was completely unaware of the charging mount.

Dhane yanked the reins to the right, and the horse jumped and landed on a building’s facade, continuing forward—sideways—as if nothing had happened.

Octoralis was even more jealous. Wall running was her thing. Pretty soon, she’d be relegated to moral coach, and that was a job for crickets!

The horse smashed through signs, shattered windows, and launched lanterns into booths that started to burn.

The old woman was promptly run over by a reindeer. The guard on said reindeer shouted expletives, stopped, and rushed to her aid.

Dhane had an idea. The arena was just on the other side of the buildings here. If they went much further, they’d hit the east gate. He projected his idea to Octoralis who was giddy to help.

He pulled the horse back onto the road, then locked onto a shadow beneath the eaves of a store. The moment he dissolved to smoke, Octoralis took his place.

The world shifted, and he reappeared, then turned gravity to pull toward the wall. Octoralis was standing on her hind legs doing a jig and attracting all the attention one would expect from a dancing spider on horseback.

The guards pursued, yelling at people to get out of the way. They fired off skills, blasting apart street lamps and display booths.

Dhane ran down the wall and pulled up his hood. Now, within the cover of the crowd, looking as befuddled as everyone else, he said, “Was that spider dancing?”

Some lady with orange pigtails and a large mug of ale looked at her large mug of ale and then proceeded to pour it out, shaking her head. “That be enough for me, I think.”

He turned the corner and sprinted. Penny knew exactly where he’d go. His only hope was to get there before them.

People were out in the arena’s forecourt, having their own duels on the wide perron steps. They used practice weapons that, apparently, didn’t cause pain, playing for points.

Those not in an active duel sat by campfires, drinking and laughing. A guy yelled, “What’s the rush, homie!”

Dhane ignored him, climbed the steps to one of the many arena side entrances, and took the stairs down into the Hall of Guilds, his favorite place to keep returning.

It wasn’t bursting at the seams with people, but most of the guilds were quite active as if in a perpetual party full of food, drink, and people making an ass out of themselves.

Sanguis, however, was not. You’d think a guild full of vampires would be much more active at night, but the place remained quiet with two guards—a man and a woman—at the front.

There was no time to fade to shadows and sneak through. The Changed Reditai could already be in there or could march in with a troop of guards at any second.

He could become a cat, but given this fantasy world, a random cat would likely be more suspicious than a random guy.

It didn’t matter.

Dhane plastered on his friendliest of friendly smiles and jogged through the Sanguis archway. He said, “Good evening!” and gave the guards a friendly wave as he passed them.

They waved back, uncertain.

That uncertainty seemed to evaporate when neither recognized the polite intruder. One guard yelled, “Stop!” in a deep, commanding voice. When that didn’t achieve the guard’s goal, he shrugged at the other guard. “He didn’t stop.”

“Go after him, you idiot!” she yelled.

“But I hate running.”

“You’re going to hate a dagger in your back, too. I’ll report the intrusion. Keep him in your sights.”

Dhane raced into the guild’s main hallway and triggered Web Wall. The silvery strands anchored to the looming statues and the tan stone walls, blocking passage.

“Webs?” the guard said in confusion. “There are— Oh shit! It’s the King of Shadows. Merriam, it’s the king. Th-th-th-the bad one!”

Octoralis returned to Dhane’s soul. <Still being subtle, Daddy?> she asked teasingly, then got a hint of his plan, his intent. The humor fizzled away, replaced with concern, anxiety, and determination.

He pushed his senses out as far as they would go, truly making use of his cat ears. He’d yell out Evelyn’s name if it would help, but that would only call more attention to himself.

Vibration lines squiggled to life, tracing the edges of doors, sliding through cracks, projecting a ghostly sense of people sleeping or talking or . . . other things.

There were two rooms down an adjoining hall that had vertical bars splitting the rooms into halves. One room was empty. The other had the faintest feel of three people.

“. . . don’t want to go with you.” It was Evelyn’s voice.

“Don’t worry,” said a kindly man. “We’ll take you to King Dhanelle. That is what you want, right? Everything has been worked out. There will be no disciplinary action tomorrow.”

“Girl,” said a woman, “you can trust us, we’re priests of the Light. You have nothing to fear.”

Dhane hurtled himself down the hallway, his feet striking the glossy stone floor in perfect silence, propelling him faster and faster, his Stamina ticking down with each second.

Rage, rage, uncontrollable rage seared through his veins, amplified by Octoralis. The priests were monsters, terrible and evil monsters, come to destroy another life.

All he could see were memories of Penny, her genuine kindness, her passion, her goals all replaced by the cruel, empty thing she had become.

Not again!

He turned the corner like a bull, the door to Evelyn’s prison, a futile obstacle. With all his weight, he slammed into it, tearing the wood from its hinges.

Before the door could hit the ground, he Shadow Shifted behind the second Changed Reditai, the man who held a prisoner collar, his expression locked in wide-eyed shock.

The world blurred to the rush of hot, acrid smoke, then Dhane appeared, a demon from hell, both daggers in hand.

He repeatedly plunged his blades into the man’s back with no intent for mercy, no guilt for the pain that a blade through flesh caused.

The man screamed, his white robes becoming tainted by black soulless holes. The blackness spread beneath the material, and he disintegrated to ash. The robes, collar, and a topaz gemstone, fell to the floor.

Octoralis had summoned herself at some point. She grabbed the woman and launched her against the wall.

The woman—young and pretty and full of diabolical loathing—started drawing energy from an onyx necklace.

The sight of it, the sight of another innocent soul sacrificed to their fucking hunger for power, was just too damn much. He wanted to do terrible things to her, punish her.

Dhane hissed, and the woman jerked back. The energy she was conjuring burst out the side, searing the wall in a zigzag pattern.

He shoved his blades into her stomach and tore them up through her chest, ending them in her throat. Her body was sliced open to reveal black streaks of nothingness—a void, an abyss—beneath her facade.

Shock, pain, and revulsion were the last emotions to flitter across her pretty face before her skin and hair and eyes darkened to charcoal and crumbled to a pile with the rest of her things.

The world quieted except for a pounding heart echoing in his ears and his heavy, shaking breaths. His daggers slipped from his fingers, turning to tendrils of smoke before hitting the ground.

Calm, tranquility, focus. . . . He almost felt sick to attack someone—evil or not—with so much hate, so much emotion driving wild, out-of-control violence.

<Daddy, you hissed!>

“It was involuntary!”

She giggled and returned to his soul.

“Dhane?” Evelyn asked, her face a mixture of fear and happiness. It was almost like the cemetery of Shadows when she first discovered his secret.

Damn, he was being scary again.

He smiled and looked about the room. “So . . . this is where you live, huh? I pictured more teddy bears and a poster of Backstreet Boys.”

“This isn’t my room!” she said, shaking her head and laughing. “Ehhh, Backstreet Boys? Sheesh. I was more into K-Pop: BTS or EXO, please.”

They needed to work fast. The whole of Sanguis was about to descend upon them, and all the screaming probably didn’t help.

The key to Evelyn’s cell was attached to a bronze ring, propped up on a nice pile of ash. Dhane grabbed it, unlocked the door, and stepped inside, which wasn’t—exactly—what Evelyn was expecting, notable by her expression.

He took her hands, checking them for a red asterisk. “Do you have a service mark?” The last thing he wanted to do was tell everyone in Olindale where Dedu Tedu Novus was.

“No. . . . The guilds aren’t required in the draft.”

“Thank goodness! Here, take this,” he said and summoned forth the radiant Fire Opal.

Her eyes sparkled in the light, and she made an Ooo sound. “It’s super pretty. What is it?”

“The lives of hundreds of innocent people. We don’t have much time. Deposit that, hurry.”

She was starting to look concerned, perhaps even a little scared. Her phone materialized in her hand, and the opal disappeared.

Dhane breathed out a sigh. He had a dozen ways to escape, but just in case he couldn’t, the village would be okay. The Cobalins would be free.

He had delegated his responsibilities. He had friends and allies who now knew the horrible truth. For the first time since he accepted the role of King of Shadows, he was expendable.

“Alright,” he said, “lift up your hair.”

She crinkled her nose but did so anyway. “Err, what are you doing?”

“I’m getting you out of here,” he said and summoned his one and only collar, the destination symbols already set for Dedu Tedu Novus.

“In a collar. . .?”

Dhane smiled. “Don’t get the wrong idea.”

“I’m not!” She blushed.

“It’s tied to my cemetery. You . . . need to die. It’ll be painless, I swear. Do you trust me?”

She nodded without hesitation.

“Then turn around.”

“But . . . what about you?”

“I’ll just have to—”

“Stop!” Challenger Sarah yelled, rushing into the room. She wasn’t in her dress anymore, now wearing a sleek set of black leather armor. Crimson liquid shot from her hands into the form of her blood scythe.

Dhane grabbed Evelyn’s arm. He threw her against the far wall, summoned Octoralis, and slammed the cell door.

Evelyn tensed, eyes squeezed shut. One little spider bite—from one massive spider—was all it took to send her soul to a better place.

Challenger Sarah gasped. “Evelyn!” she shouted, then turned her glare to Dhane, looking very much like he had felt when he attacked the priests.

He quickly locked the cell door and stepped back. The key dissolved to smoke, finding a cozy place in his inventory to park itself.

Just beyond the challenger was the priest’s prisoner collar, now sitting in a pile of ash. It was so damn close but impossibly far away.

“What the fuck did you do!” she screamed, pacing back and forth, the head of her scythe clanging against the bars. Other guards started to pool into the room.

He was going to die. That much was a given. He just had to get that collar first, which meant he needed a distraction.

Octoralis volunteered as tribute. She was a master distractor. Ask anyone in the market. And so, when she dove out of his soul to give the guards and challenger something to preoccupy their lizard brains with, Dhane triggered Shadow Shift.

The world shot forward in a rush of smoke, and he slammed into something freaking hard. The moment he reformed—still within the cell—a -14 in white slid toward the ceiling.

Octoralis didn’t make it much further. She returned to his soul, a mix of panic and rage flooding his chest.

There were sigils on every cell bar that now glowed a slight blue. It would appear that, for all intents and purposes, he was most definitely and officially captured.

Oh, shit bacon. . . .


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



Dhane breathed in a settling breath. Everything was a puzzle, nothing impossible. He was good with puzzles, right?

Challenger Sarah glowered. She turned to her closest guard. “Tell the Reditai that we’ve captured the stupid King of Shadows.”

“Yes, Mistress!” the man said and immediately left, pushing through the other guards that looked like they’d rather have gone instead.

“What did you do to Evelyn?” she asked, her voice shaking. “Why did you put that stupid collar on her? Fucking answer me!”

Dhane considered her fiery glare, lips pressed to a line, loose red curls hanging forward as if ready to strangle him. She actually cared about Evelyn, which didn’t make a lot of sense.

But whether or not the challenger cared didn’t matter. What mattered was how he would escape. The vertical bars looked like they engaged when the door was locked. And yet . . . he had the key.

He said in his regal voice, “Evelyn chose me.”

“She wouldn’t! She’s good, probably the most honest person I know. There’s no fucking way she’d go with you voluntarily.”

He stepped forward and tried to grab one of the bars that made up the door. A force—an invisible wall—pushed against his fingers.

Shit. So much for that idea.

If he couldn’t unlock the door from within, maybe someone out there could? Oi. He had just the idea, and he hated every bit of it. . . .

“You deceived her,” she continued in a growl, “like you deceived me. You pretended to be honorable, but all you do is lie and manipulate people into your nefarious plans.”

That . . . stung. He used to care very much about being honest, being good. But then life gave him a few hundred green lemons called Cobalins and told him to make . . . Cobalinade?

Ehhh, bad analogy.

Up until his death, he had been an armchair moralist, privileged with never having to make the hard decisions. Now, he seemed hunky-dory with turning everyone at a party into zombies.

Was that dishonorable? Probably. But it wasn’t wrong. Survival didn’t come with rules. Perhaps that was the thing he needed to learn.

Dhane leaned into his King of Shadows persona. He drew himself up, standing tall, confident, and most importantly, unapologetic.

In response to Challenger Sarah’s allegations—deception, manipulation, lies—he simply said, “Yes.”

“Yes?” she asked, taken aback.

And now it was time for his terrible plan. He desperately wanted to equip his bone mask, to hide, but she had to see his callous expression to pull this off.

He leered, or he hoped it was more of a leer and less of a maniacal clown look. “I twist gullible little lightlings like you around my finger and watch them dance to my tune.

“It’s quite entertaining, breaking people. Everyone has moral convictions, but if you push a little here and pull a little there, it’s incredible what people will do.

“Take your sweet, honest Evelyn, for example. She was easy, and I have you to thank for that, leaving her essence starved and desperate. Months of false promises, of being overlooked, and she was ripe for the picking.”

Challenger Sarah had a loathsome look in her eyes. He could hear her teeth grinding, her heart thrashing. It was working, but he needed to take it up a notch.

“It’s complicated,” she snapped.

“Oh? It wasn’t complicated for me. One sip of my essence, and she was mine, breaking rules, lying. Not very honest. She gave up everything to follow me.

“I will defile her, ravage her body, mind, and soul, and it’ll be your fault. But don’t feel bad about it. I’ll take better care of her in my harem than you did in this pathetic guild, which says a lot.”

Challenger Sarah slammed her scythe against the bars. Her guards jerked back.

“Jealousy is an unseemly trait,” he said. “I would welcome you into my harem, but my standards are quite high, you see? Your ass . . . well, you understand, I’m sure.”

<Daddy! That’s rude.>

Dhane psychically rolled his eyes. It’s all rude. She has a perfect ass, but girls are sensitive about that, I think. I’m winging it!

He summoned the cell’s key in front of her, and she caught it. “But if you’d like to audition, I have a few minutes.” He sat on the stone bed, arms behind his head, ankles crossed.

Challenger Sarah didn’t move.

Ohhh, but she was upset, very, very upset. There was murder gleaming in her red eyes. An aura of hate brushed across souls, almost like an affinity request but more a statement of ill intention.

Nevertheless, she didn’t act on those emotions. She was in full control, letting the fire build and rage within, but not allowing it to affect her.

She walked to the collar and picked it up. “This is what you want, isn’t it?” The collar abruptly lost its form to a swirl of crimson liquid and vanished.

Dhane shrugged, trying to keep the bubbling panic from his face and probably failing.

That was strike two.

Did he have any other brilliant ideas?

As a matter of fact . . .

He stood and pulled mana up into his fingertip. The Mother of Shadows had once given him the set of symbols to create a portal to her realm. It was stupid that he hadn’t thought of it sooner.

He drew the first symbol on the wall, painting the stone with his pearlescent energy.

It flaked away.

Strike three. . . .

The guard—the one who had left to notify the priests—returned. “The priests of Light are in the foyer, Mistress.”

“Finally,” Challenger Sarah said. “Bring them here. We’re not taking any chances.”

Dhane swallowed the rising knot in his throat. This was what being expendable was all about. He knew this could happen.

Sometimes, no matter how hard you worked, how hard you tried, there was no winning in the end. Sometimes, a price had to be paid.

He drew himself up, breathed a deep breath, and released it. Tendrils of smoke slithered their way into the shapes of his two daggers, fitting perfectly in his hands, ready to carve souls.

He would not go gently within that good night. He would fight to his very last breath, content in his choices, choices he would make again and again to save those needing saving.

Then, drifting from afar was an echo of a voice, faint and unusually happy, <Save them.> It wasn’t a request this time. It was a Thank you and a Farewell.

A spot of pink light materialized where Evelyn had died. It slowly turned into a petal that drifted upward and then around as if caught in a whirlpool.

“What is that?” Challenger Sarah asked.

More petals appeared of different colors, all shimmering brightly until there were thousands of them swirling.

It was a moving dungeon.

Challenger Sarah immediately unlocked the cell door. Octoralis summoned herself and blocked the door from opening.

Shit! Moving dungeons couldn’t change their locations quickly, which meant anyone could follow him. A lot of anyones. People that could destroy the dungeon’s core.

The choice was ripped out of his hands. He was prepared to pay the ultimate price, not thrust his consequences onto others. But whether or not he accepted Brittlely Bright’s help, she would pay her own price for this.

<Go, Daddy!> Octoralis projected. She knew all of this, knew that he needed time, time that she would buy him. Within their connection, a stirring thought suggested that maybe there was a way to close the portal.

Dhane sent her a flurry of appreciation, understanding that she wouldn’t survive. But if he survived, she would Return.

He desummoned his daggers and jumped through the portal.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Dhane stepped out of the whirlpool of kaleidoscopic color. This world—a bubble of reality—was in perpetual daytime. The sky was a bright gradient of blue with wisps of white clouds.

The portal flittered away into petals, caught on a cool breeze that carried them off toward the fake green hills behind.

Ahead was the main path that led to the hedge labyrinth, decorated with giant stone statues of Staziboars, flower vases, and a Kako Bacon tree.

A floating blue mass—that, apparently and by Knock’s testament, tasted like runny Sour Patch Kids—hovered in the air in the shape of Brittlely Bright’s face.

“Mmer!” she said. “King of Shadows. I’mm—”

“Close the portal!”

“Immpossible!”

“Then you need to move the dungeon right- this- second.”

“Mma! But I don’t have the energy. It would break mmy reality.”

“If you don’t, the whole of Sanguis guild will invade. You’re not ready to take on that type of challenge. We can rebuild, BB, but not if your core gets destroyed.”

She nodded slowly. “Mmm. . . . I very mmuch like the name BB! Okay. We mmove to Dedu Te—”

The floating blue face exploded, and it took one second too long to realize why. A crimson scythe sliced across his back, dealing 119 damage all in white, eviscerating Spider Armor and dropping Katsen Leather Armor to 105/122.

Dhane instantly triggered Shadow Shift and reappeared forty or so feet away beneath a Staziboar statue.

Of course, it wasn’t just Challenger Sarah. She brought friends. Yay. There were already three guards and more popping out from new portals every few seconds.

She didn’t wait, didn’t give commands, didn’t say a single word. The moment he reformed, she charged, finally in a position to unleash all that bottled-up rage.

After three steps, she performed some sort of dash ability and shot forward in a blur. At ten feet away, she abruptly stopped, allowing her scythe to whip forward in an upward arch. She followed that motion into a 360-degree spin, slashing a second arch downward.

A cool and frightening oblong crimson X sliced through the air at him, whistling.

Dhane summoned his Vvitablade and caught the edge of the upper stroke. It felt very much like blocking a sword, the force of which slid him backward four feet.

Unfortunately, he didn’t block the lower stroke. It tore through his ankle, dealing 67 damage and dropping his armor to 38/120.

The Staziboar statue, the Kako Bacon tree, and the archway entrance to the hedge labyrinth all collapsed from smooth cuts.

Dammit! There was a considerably clear difference in power and skill between a relative newb and a notable challenger.

Okay, fine, that was perfectly fair and understandable. However, dying now would Return him to Ceratree City, where all the cemeteries had Royal guards waiting for him.

No bueno.

So, by all means, throw in some guards, too!

Dhane deflected three arrows using moves he didn’t really understand. He simply trusted his instincts, following a set of motions that felt . . . right, natural, something.

The guards cursed, forming new projectiles that materialized, the orange fletching glowing. Other guards charged with various weapons, from long swords to spears, all looking very dangerous.

Challenger Sarah wore a permanent scowl. She really didn’t like him or didn’t like the persona he allowed her to know, which—let’s be honest—was reasonable.

A fragment of the blue blob was still alive, still looking like a tiny Brittlely Bright. She whizzed by his ear, screeching a high-pitched noise, “Hold on to sommething!”

The sky cracked. Jagged black lines shattered across the infinite expanse of blue. Puffy white clouds were immediately sucked into the chaos between realities.

The sound of it hit like thunder, but much, much louder. Everyone clapped their hands over their ears, especially Dhane with his lovely sensitivity to sounds.

The reverberating rumble blasted through the hedges and statues and ground. Flower vases toppled and crashed, spilling their dirt.

Then, as if in a chain reaction, chunks of land groaned and shook and tore apart, launching debris up into the sky.

Gravity didn’t pull in the same direction everywhere. Some sections of the dungeon fell toward the sky, while others remained normal.

The entire entrance area—where everyone currently watched in horror—tilted toward the fake rolling hills, an illusion that just fizzled out, revealing a sky below.

A deep horn resounded, announcing a dozen Staziboars—huffing and grunting—wearing white football helmets that featured a prominently pink BB on the side.

They charged down the new slope and crashed into scrambling guards, throwing them off the land in a sort of kamikaze skirmish.

“Yeahhh!” shouted the tiny blue blob in a squeaky voice, cheering on her team. “Take that, you butt mmunchers!”

The guards screamed and flailed in the air, falling down one moment and then falling up the next, shrinking with distance.

Challenger Sarah, however, proved herself more than capable in matters of destabilized dungeons and suicidal mobs.

She used her scythe as an anchor until anything wandered too close. When that happened, the unfortunate wanderer found itself sliced in half, its essence ripped away, and its more-than-singular body parts tumbling into oblivion.

Then . . . everything shrunk.

“What the stupid fuck!” Challenger Sarah yelled. One of her arms had become teensy-weensy, and her head was quickly shrinking, too.

Dhane’s legs popped out from under him, and he crashed to his butt. Nausea wrapped its fingers around his stomach. He desperately didn’t want to vomit; bad memories.

He rolled backward twice, having no legs and now no arms to really stop him. With an ingenious use of head power, he managed to lay flat on his back and stop his rolling descent off the map.

A minute later, the ground snapped into place. Hedges and dirt and stone rained down from the sky. A statue’s head landed, upside-down, only ten feet away, shaking the world.

Challenger Sarah crashed into him with nonexistent arms; workable, if not small, legs; and a tiny head, growling a tiny noise: grrr.

She proceeded to kick him anywhere she could manage, including his nanoscopic, teeny weenie. Little white -1s and -2s jumped into the air.

“Stop it!” Dhane yelled in his normal voice. It was probably the first time she had heard it. But it didn’t matter. He was home. There was no reason to keep up the ruse. Now, one way or another, he only needed to die, preferably not by testicular rupture.

She stared her tiny red eyes at him, eyebrows pinched, stuck trying to process this new bit of information.

Maybe he had provoked her too much. He managed to do everything she accused him of, but instead of pretending to be honorable, he pretended to be abhorrent.

The truth? They were alone, one against the other in Mortal Kombat. But he didn’t hate her. He didn’t want to fight her. That wasn’t just because she was an intimidating killing machine, but because, beneath that harsh exterior, there was something that kept calling to him, a sorrowful soul.

Everything popped! back to normal.

Unfortunately, that had him prone at her feet.

She didn’t hesitate. Crimson liquid formed into the shape of a . . . collar? She wrapped it around his neck and tightened the buckle. It surged with hot energy, promising pain.

Shit shit shit! It still had the destination to Ceratree City programmed into it. He tried to erase the symbols, and a burst of agony blasted into his brain.

He clenched his jaw, an electric zap riding up his throat and ricocheting off his teeth. It lasted all of two hellish, terrible, torturous seconds, and despite having armor, a -18 in red floated skyward.

“And now you die,” Challenge Sarah said.

Dhane threw himself to the side, out of the range of her forming blood scythe that carved through the air and sliced into the ground where he had been.

His skills were gone, blocked by the collar. The only remaining one, fighting to recover armor points, was Spider Armor. It must be because the skill was active before the collar was added.

Luckily, he still had access to his inventory—his weapons and items—so long as he accessed them mentally.

But what good was fighting? She was a challenger! There was no fucking way he could beat her, which meant his focus should be on removing the collar.

Dhane shoved off the ground and sprinted away.

Challenger Sarah slashed her hand forward. Three shards formed in the air and streaked toward his back.

He spun and placed all of his trust into his new talking dagger. ¤ Lumanima and ¤ Stinging Metal materialized just in time to deflect each shard, making them burst into crimson flakes behind him.

There was one idea, a distraction, an ace up his sleeve that had been waiting all of this time to be given a chance.

He withdrew the Quartz Golem Seed. The glimmering pink crystal in the shape of an egg materialized next to a fallen Staziboar statue.

It only needed 70 of his 75 mana to activate. Maybe it was a good thing he didn’t have access to his other skills.

Dhane released mana down his arm, letting the warmth of it pool into—

A thick crimson blade pierced his chest, slamming him back against the statue and staking him there. A dense, hollow pain throbbed down his body in pulsing waves. He gasped, hands clasping the weapon.

His health . . . 27/120. A new trait appeared in his Character app: Bleed, Lvl. 2. It would drain 2 health every second for two minutes.

It’s over. . . .

Challenger Sarah had thrown her scythe, the blade now straight, making it more like a large javelin than a scythe. She blurred and reappeared a foot away, then clasped her hands around his neck, squeezing and cutting off his airflow.

There was so much torment in her eyes, so much hate for him, for herself, for wanting to hurt him. She was incredibly strong, and yet, her soul was breaking.

<Don’t . . . give up,> his dagger projected.

Dhane grabbed her wrists, trying to ease the pressure on his throat, a fiery need to breathe burning in his lungs.

He would die no matter what, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t remove the collar first. Except, her hands around his throat made that impossible!

With a mental request, his Bone Mask slithered into reality. She did not let go. He summoned Cobalin Swords to drop on her. She did not let go.

Desperation and panic started to flood into his chest. His health dropped to 12/120, six inevitable seconds until the void would snatch him away.

He needed Octoralis! Needed her to soothe his fraying soul. But she wasn’t really gone. She was a piece of him. If she could soothe his soul, so could he.

Calm, tranquility, focus. . . .

The terrible answer revealed itself. He . . . released Spider Armor and focused on his life essence, willing it, commanding it to his core.

Dozens of spiders of all shapes and sizes squirmed their way out of his armor, scurrying up Challenger Sarah’s arms.

She shrieked and jerked back.

Dhane wanted to shriek and jerk back, too, but they were his spiders, his friends, his allies. He would not be afraid.

<Bye bye!> projected his cute spider friend that he thought had died. It jumped from his shoulder onto Challenger Sarah’s face, projecting, <Hiii hiii!>

He unbuckled the collar, declining its polite request to give him an instant, super migraine. With the collar no longer blocking his skills, he triggered Shadow Shift.

One second later, he materialized behind Challenger Sarah. He slammed her against the statue and wrapped the collar around her neck.

“No!” she screamed. She turned, fingertips touching the collar, eyes wide.

He took two steps back, gasping for breath. Bleed damage still draining his life. “Go home. . . .” he said, desummoning his mask, showing her just how much he didn’t want to hurt her.

The world turned cold. All the colors slipped away, replaced with gray. His essence collapsed into a swirl of smoke, formed into a skull, and screamed as it shot skyward.


Chapter
Forty



Dhane stood in the endless void, the ground a cloud of darkness, lacking texture or a firm sense of solidity.

His heart was still racing from his little game of magical collars. There were many things he wanted to think about besides just how awfully close he was to being torn back to Ceratree City.

One such thought broke free from his vault with vehement urgency, demanding to be answered now that he was back in the realm of divinities.

He didn’t wait for polite greetings and How’s life treating you? He glared at the Mother of Shadows— her glimmering ruby body and metallic legs sitting on her pedestal—and shouted, “Why didn’t you tell me they were kids!”

“Dhane,” she said, voice soft and sad, “you had to find out on your own.”

He let out a breath, turned, and paced, kicking up void particles or whatever they were. He figured it was something to that effect, but it didn’t answer the question, “Why?”

“Divinities aren’t all-powerful. There are rules upon rules of what we can and can’t do. And if we don’t adhere to those rules, there are . . . consequences, grave consequences, Dhane.

“Simply put, a divinity cannot remain in power when they break our laws. They become Fallen and are replaced.

“In fact, you’ve met a Fallen. He took a liking to you. Atempius was the Dragonfly, Protector of Hope until he was stripped of everything for saving those he loved.”

He was the ancient voice of few words. It seemed apparent—who he had saved—but Dhane asked anyway, “The Cobalins?”

“The Cobalins,” she agreed. “And they are still fraught with danger. They need more help now than ever before. As do the other Shadow races.

“But I believe in you, Dhane. I wouldn’t have chosen you otherwise. You have already succeeded far more in less time than I could have ever imagined.”

“Luck!” he said. “I’ve just gotten lucky, time and again. And now I am supposed to face off against the Army of Light?”

“We make our own luck. You help people, you make friends, and they open new pathways to success. It might feel like luck in the moment, but everything is a chain reaction that you set forth by being you.

“It wasn’t luck that Brittlely Bright saved you. Atempius . . . he sacrificed himself in her dungeon so she could see where you were.”

“He . . . did? But he’ll Return, right?”

She projected a sense of bittersweetness. “The Fallen don’t Return. They are leftover fragments too stubborn to move on.

“But Dhane, he did that because you saved the Cobalins. He died in this heaven to pay back a debt, a debt he was happy to pay. And the chain reaction continues.”

There was a moment of silence. Dhane was just starting to understand the ancient entity, to decipher those two words—save them—by their timing and pitch.

From what started as an obnoxious and migraine-inducing encounter with a mysterious cloud, the Fallen Dragonfly became irreplaceably helpful. He would be missed.

“As for the army,” the Mother of Shadows said, “it’s . . . really scary, isn’t it!”

“That’s not helping!”

She laughed. “What might not be immediately obvious is that you don’t have to fight them. Or if you do, it can be on your terms.

“Sometimes, to succeed, you have to throw out all of your preconceived notions of what’s right, of what’s proper, of what’s expected.

“That’s what makes you unique, Dhane. From watching you tackle your hardships, you don’t do things people expect. It’s your special skill. Lean into that.

“It’s natural to worry about the consequences, about who might get hurt, but as long as you keep pushing forward, keep trusting your instincts, you will succeed. I fully believe that.”

Dhane took in a breath. He did worry a lot. How couldn’t he worry when he was thrust into being a daddy for hundreds of Cobalins? A wrong decision, a mistake, and someone else paid the price.

“Yes,” she said, knowing his thoughts. “But your instincts aren’t wrong, Dhane. It’s the fear of acting that will lead to the greatest suffering.”

He thought back on all the little decisions he had made. No matter how dumb some of them felt now, there was no denying the fact that they led to this outcome, an outcome where he had allies, friends, a village, and a whole race of Cobalins, freed from their chains.

“Why are they monsters?” he asked, getting down to what he really wanted to know. Heaven, of all places, was supposed to be this paradise after death. What a load of false advertising.

The Mother of Shadows projected a sense of frustration. “I can’t, Dhane. I have my guesses, but I can’t share them. You’ll have to ask Gameus. This is his realm, and those were his decisions. But even he has rules, lest the other gods interfere.

“I know all of this is new to you. I’ve been where you are, and it can be confusing and overwhelming.”

“You have. . .?” he asked.

“Oh . . . umm, yes and no and maybe? Let’s just pretend I didn’t say that, okay?”

Her emotions were a swirl of anxiety, which only made him want to dig deeper, learn more, and figure out the puzzle.

If she was, once upon a time, like him, why choose to exist in such a depressing place? Everyone else got fresh air, nature, and a world to explore, all things that were better than living in a black box.

She laughed. “This isn’t my home. This isn’t even my true form. Dammit! You make me want to say things I shouldn’t. I think it’s time you Returned before I’m one of the dreaded Fallen.”

The distance started to grow between them. Life was calling him back. But he had one last question, a question she should be able to answer.

“What is your name?” he asked. “The Sisters of Death have names. The Fallen Dragonfly has a name. What is your name?”

She projected a warmth into his chest, a smile. Before the void could take him, her psychic voice said, <I am Kishtenai.>


Epilogue I


Dhane opened his eyes to an early afternoon beneath a watery sky full of giant fish swimming. He was home. It felt amazing to have a sense of belonging, far away from all the cruel chaos that entangled those of Light.

He breathed in the fresh, floral-scented air. The cemetery’s fountain gurgled nearby, empty of sopping wet Cobalins.

Somehow, it all worked out.

The Cobalins were safe, his friends were safe, and he was safe. Challenger Sarah had a nice new collar that would take her home so they didn’t need to worry about her showing up uninvited.

He couldn’t help but feel sympathy for her. She was this gorgeous, powerful, and somehow broken person. She carried something like an aura of rage but far more subtle, a raincloud. It projected a sense of being lost, alone, and incredibly guarded.

<We alive, Daddy?> Octoralis asked, her words filled with excitement and hope.

“Still got a heartbeat,” he said, sitting up. He sent her a swirl of happiness and a psychic, Thank you, for her unfaltering support despite his many attempts at self-sacrifice.

He needed to remember that it wasn’t just him anymore. If he was caught and shoved into one of those crystals—or worse, changed to be like Penny—it would affect her, too.

<Saving friend,> she projected, <be more important. What is life without friends, Daddy? I like like like Evelyn.>

“I thought you didn’t trust her.”

<I do! She keep secret when in trouble. She my friend now.> Octoralis projected a psychic nod. And that was that.

“He back!” yelled an excited Cobalin. She had long black hair tangled with sticks and grass, a ratty-tatty mass. In a blink, she was gone, sprinting out of the cemetery, her voice echoing, “Great Shadow is back!”

Dhane hopped down from the slab. Off to the far side was the moving dungeon portal. Rainbow colors swirled around its center, promising something exciting within.

A wooden barricade with a large red X on the front blocked passage to the portal. Kid-proof. Well . . . kind of.

Ricky had sent a few messages. The minute they received Dhane’s warning, they were packed up and out of there, escaping to Stagmort, the swamplands to the north.

¤ Messages

» 3:37 a.m.—It’s craaazy, bro. We’ve been evading squads all damn night. It don’t help, them knowing where we are all the time, pushing us deeper into dangerous microbiomes.

·

» 3:37 a.m.—If the witchdoctors and zombies don’t get us, and if we stay away from any waypoints— Oh! And giant alligators. Kora or Lora almost lost a leg.

·

» 3:38 a.m.—Ehhh, we’ll be fine, dude. It’s only for a few days. Bah, I really wanted to punch a priest in the sniffer. But we good. Just gotta keep moving and hope no big ass monster wants a snack.

Dhane sent a message back, telling them to update him every few hours. He very much wanted to form a party and teleport his way across the world to help them, but the war had locked Dedu Tedu Novus’s waypoint.

Devron ran up. “Hells, man, took ya long enough. Everyone else got here hours ago.”

“Hours? It hasn’t been— Oof!”

Evelyn crashed into him, arms wrapping his mid tightly. “You’re safe!”

Kevin stepped up, arms crossed. “The portal will open, will it?” Aditi was behind him, jumping on her toes to see.

“Oh,” Dhane said with a nervous laugh, patting Evelyn on the back. “Are you saying it didn’t?”

“I mean,” Aditi said, “mine didn’t. . . .”

Kevin barked a laugh. “Don’t be daft, Adidas. There was never a portal. He—”

“It’s Aditi!”

“— got us to jump to our deaths.” He flashed a thumbs up. “Nice. That was some quick-ass thinking, bro. I doubt Silas would have jumped otherwise.”

“Get off my case, pal,” a guy said, presumably Silas. He was tall, lean, with light skin and long brownish-blond hair set in loose braids. “I don’t do heights. You know this. What are you afraid of?”

“Nothing.”

“M-master?” Tom asked, pushing his way into the group. “Wh-wh-what happened?”

Knock crawled in-between Tom’s legs, wearing his Rugged Leather armor. He stood and patted Tom’s stomach. “Dhanie, dumb adventurer be pregnant?”

“No!” Dhane said, facepalming. He should have never said anything. “Stop calling everyone pregnant. It’s rude.”

“He ca-called me pregnant?” Tom asked.

Oh, shit bacon. None of them, except for Devron, could understand the Cobalins. Dhane summoned translation spheres for Evelyn—who was blushing and now stood off to the side—Tom, Kevin, Silas, and Aditi.

Kevin asked for two more for Sophie and Tyra, who were hiding from all the, “Terrible, green monsters,” in the shed.

Nick wasn’t around. Apparently, he was working on something meatacular and quickly made friends with the local inhabitants to help bring about this big mysterious project.

Knowing the guy—le sigh—it was probably some kind of cringey performance with lots of inappropriate sexual innuendo.

Cobalins were crowding the cemetery. Little green heads with large green ears peeked over the surrounding hedges. Some rode on the backs of friends, teetering left and right, and others waved excitedly.

“Look, Dhanie,” Knock said, shoving Tom to the side. Green Lightning—the giant caterpillar—was inching its way into the cemetery, giving six laughing Cobalins a ride, moving at the speed of . . . a glacier, tectonic plates, a sloth on vacation?

“Again again!” they yelled.

“See? They be jelly for me mount! So . . .” he said, more seriously, “you find Desley?”

Come to think of it, Dhane had no idea. He only assumed that all the sacrificed Cobalins were in the Fire Opal. It would be just his luck if the dumb rock was empty.

He also didn’t know how to get them out beyond breaking it. Hundreds of Cobalins released at the same time would have them Returning all throughout Olindale.

He asked Evelyn for the Fire Opal and she withdrew it from her Inventory app. It materialized simply—no swirling crimson liquid—and she handed it to him.

The opal gave off an orange glow. The insides shimmered with thousands of tiny lights like a trapped city of glass at sunset.

Beyond its appearance, however, it didn’t seem to do anything. He tapped it, pressed on it, and even Linked a triggering symbol to it.

Nothing.

“Need a special tool, yeah?” Aditi asked.

“They had crystals,” Kevin said.

Knock waited with apprehension, his little green hands clasping his armor. His lips were pulled into a frown, staring all of his willpower at the Fire Opal as if such intense concentration was all it needed.

Hmm. “Let me try . . .” Dhane said, depositing it to his inventory. The opal lost its form, dissolving into smoke, which made his little audience gasp.

“Is it supposed to do that?” Kevin asked.

“Shhh!” Aditi said. “Let him focus.”

Dhane immediately sensed the Fire Orb in his inventory, and it had doors, for lack of a better word. Actually, the Inventory app didn’t matter. Ownership mattered.

Now that he owned the item, he had access to its content, not via any user interface but by mental interface. This was designed for people like him.

The doors opened to lists of names, hundreds of names. He smiled after finding Desley. It only took a tiny thought to set her free from her eternal cage.

“I’ve released her,” he said to knock.

“Yes yes?” Knock asked, looking hopeful. “Where be my Desley?”

Aditi knelt next to Knock and patted his shoulder. “We did the needful, little man. She’ll Return. Only have’ta wait now, yeah?”

This was what the Changed Reditai feared. This might even be what Gameus feared. Once mortal—immortal?—enemies were able to talk, to learn, to see each other for more than a target, sympathy and empathy would bring them together.

This world was full of gamers, people who wanted to have fun overcoming challenges. They didn’t seek to cause others pain, to ruin lives, and spread misery.

But they didn’t know.

Everything was about to fracture.

Dhane yawned. That wasn’t exactly the planned conclusion of such thoughts. The world was on the cusp of great change, but damn was he exhausted.

So much had happened in such a tiny span of time. The days were blurring together, full of adrenaline and fighting for his life and the lives of his people.

He deserved a nice long nap. And yet, there was no rest for the weary. He was the King of Shadows, and the King of Shadows had work to do.
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First and foremost, Dhane presented Devron with a large platter of brownies. The man deserved every one of them but chose to share nonetheless.

Tooky was happy to reveal his carrot-growing progress. He had 112 carrots, their green tops sticking out of the ground.

The guy had recruited two helpers to move buckets of water from the closest pond. To make this easier, especially since the carrot field would grow considerably—tomorrow it would be 448 carrots, then 1,792—Dhane played with the village’s terraforming features.

To have the System manipulate the land over time to accomplish what he wanted, it would cost about 12 gold just to cut a small canal between the two largest ponds. However, to mark a canal and get an army of Cobalins to dig it out?

Priceless. Err, free.

Eventually, they would expand the water system between fields and design better buckets. In a few days’ time, they would have a major carrot-producing operation on their hands.

Scavenging efforts had yielded quite a bit of cilantro. Unfortunately, the Cobalins hated cilantro. But that was only because they hadn’t tried Dhane’s green smoothies and salsa. Separately, of course.

In any case, cilantro wasn’t a popular option. They found ¤ Moonspotted Mushrooms—their spots glowed at night, making them particularly easy to find; ¤ Coisenberries—an ugly yellow berry that was very tart; and ¤ Megflav Slugs—giant slugs that tasted like chicken . . . if chicken tasted like slugs.

Unfortunately, no one had started fishing. That seemed like the best source of food besides carrots, so he appointed Figlop as the Master of Fishing. She would recruit a team and start experimenting with baits, spears, and nets.

Given the terrible state of clothing all Cobalins endured, Dhane spent a solid two hours—sitting on an uncomfortable block of wood that Yogurt, an industrious green guy with ambitions, called a chair—buying clothing for the long line of little people.

The chair had the inklings of the right shape, but all the edges were sharp, the grain rough. Be that as it may, the guy took the initiative, which put him squarely in the camp of leadership material.

All hail Yogurt, the Master of Crafting.

Regarding clothing, everything was expensive when multiplied by 266 Cobalins, especially when buying from the System, which greatly marked up the prices. The solution? Potato burlap sacks.

They were big, strong, and most importantly, damn cheap, coming in at 3 copper a piece. Aditi was a fashion genius with how she repurposed the sacks into clothing. Most Cobalins wore their sack like a giant shirt, but others, with Aditi’s touch of creativity, wore dresses and nice slacks with belts and shirts made of leftover material.

Dhane was just the guy with the credit card, burning through the money his reckless adventures had awarded. So why not use the money for buildings? Because the Cobalins seemed happy to sleep on the lush lime-green grass beneath the wondrous sight of impossibly immense fish.

Everything would happen in stages. For now, clothing helped everyone. A handful of buildings only helped a handful of people.

One particular Cobalin in the line looked familiar, especially with how he sucked his thumb, producing a constant stream of drool.

He was also nearly naked. It was as if a terrible person dropped a cabin on him or something. . . . Who would do such a thing?

The Cobalin was called Drool, named by others since Drool had yet to discover how to talk or simply refused to do so.

Aditi fashioned Drool a nice pair of shorts and a tank top, while Dhane worked on a brand new stuffed spider toy that looked remarkably similar to Octoralis, who had modeled for it.

Of course, it went without saying that the first thing Drool did was stick one of the eight legs into his mouth. Dhane sighed, Octoralis grumbled, and life moved on.

He later found Bigboy with his lumber team, energetically battling the fearsome white-bark, blue-leaf trees. To help the war effort, Dhane provided the Master of Lumber with a Ring of Strength.

In addition to gathering branches and logs, the team had received a number of tree seeds. They didn’t know what to do with them and so threw them away. Yay for critically thinking Cobalins.

Blop, the Master of Thatch, and Tin, the Master of Cobblestones, were both eager to show off their budding teams of all female workers. Why the gender discrimination? Boys had cooties, duh.

Well . . . that sounded reasonable’ish. Their teams, their rules. If it became a problem, he could add a second master of each resource. Some friendly competition may have them building their teams by capability instead of gender.

Their biggest hardship, however, was the lack of an inventory system or any bags. They would make many trips, loading up what they could carry in their arms and marching all the way back to the shed.

This could be solved with more burlap sacks, but that may not provide the best experience. Instead, he used their growing supply of ¤ Plant Fiber to craft purpose-built backpacks with straps, allowing them to move with the use of both hands.

Given the simplicity of the design and the perfect exchange of materials, each bag only cost 2 copper and 15× Plant Fiber to craft using the app.

All the girls absolutely and totally cherished their new bags, either because the bags were thoughtful and beyond helpful or because he made them. It was hard to tell.

Knock and Box had teamed up to reinforce the inn, making it—eventually—the world’s smallest fortress. They had yet to acquire all the necessary resources, but the plans were afoot with great enthusiasm.

Besides defensive buildings, the village’s army had a grand total of four fierce volunteers, two of which were picking their noses at the time of demonstrating their fierceness.

Almost last on the list, and definitely not forgotten, Dhane visited King Gigeneepa and the melting diamonds.

The massive crab got a lovely chunk of mana, an apology, and a nice long talk about the surface, the sun, and the world called Olindale.

The diamonds were extra concerning. They weren’t melting so much as shrinking. Mana was going to be a problem, but he had ideas.

There were symbols that could be used to fuse crystals together. If they made one large crystal in the middle of the town and had all the Cobalins feed it mana throughout the day, would that be enough?

Maybe they could build hamster wheels—Cobalin wheels?—for mana generation or mana solar panels. Unfortunately, his brain was on the edge of obtaining the Sleep Deprivation trait. He could explore these ideas later.

On his trek back to the surface, he fed ¤ Lumanima Vvitablade mana. He wasn’t in the right mind for a lengthy chat, but if not for the dagger, things would have ended in disastrous fashion. It was a little stream of mana to show his appreciation.

Dhane walked into the inn, which immediately quieted. Rendy smiled, her heart skipping along at a faster pace but not to the point of keeling over.

She gratefully accepted all of his food: 2× Crab Quartz Meat, 1× Sugar Momma Cookie, 4× Plate of Food, 6× Doughnut, 2× Chocolate Chip Cookie, 5× Sumilian Steak, 2× Bread Roll, and 8× Bacon, not the Kako variety.

And . . . that was that. He was done, spent, ready to drop into his bed and sleep for a small eternity.

Rendy gave him a big wink and sent him to his upstairs room. When he opened the door, Evelyn was in his bed sleeping, curled up on the other side, knees against her chest, dress spilling over the edge.

Oi.

If he wasn’t so damn exhausted, he’d march back down those stairs and tell Rendy that this wasn’t appropriate. He didn’t need her—or anyone else, for that matter—playing matchmaker.

Then again . . . it was only a bed in a village of few beds. Sharing was caring.

He carefully laid down on top of the sheets to not wake her, placed his hands behind his head, and promptly passed out.
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¤ System Receipt

·

« Clothing

» 266× Potato Burlap Sack (7 gold, 9 silver, 8 copper)

·

« Crafting

» 16× Plant Fiber Backpack (3 silver, 2 copper & 240× Plant Fiber)

» 1× Stuffed Spider Toy (1 silver, 6 copper)

·

« Misc

» 7× Translation Sphere (7 silver)

·

× Total Cost: 9 gold, 1 silver, 2 copper

× Total Remaining: 1 gold, 9 silver, 1 copper

Thank you for your business. We appreciate you! To help us improve your experience, please take our survey and receive a free 1× Twinkie the next time you spend more than 1,000,000 gold.
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Dhane woke with Evelyn snuggled up to his side, her head propped up on his chest. It had been just over six hours.

She probably had no idea—sleep snuggling for the win!—and would probably say, all red-faced and embarrassed, “Don’t get any ideas.”

But every time his thoughts strolled in that direction, his chest grew heavy, and Penny appeared in his mind, all triumphant looking, her sacrificial dagger pressed into his heart.

No matter how much he told himself that he had barely known her, had barely been with her, it didn’t matter.

It hurt.

It cracked a piece of his foundation, making him wish he had never opened himself to such vulnerability.

What made it worse was how he wanted to hate her, but none of it was her fault. She was dead and alive, a victim and a villain.

He needed time.

Dhane slid out from under Evelyn, gently replacing himself with a pillow, and left.

The downstairs was empty and dark except for the slight glow of firelight slipping through cracked windows from torches and campfires.

Outside, Cobalins were laughing, playing hide and seek beneath a watery moonlit sky. No doubt, they would be covered in grass stains tomorrow.

So much for new clothes. . . .

What did they use for detergent in heaven, anyway? His subconscious answered. Apparently, cleaning and repairing clothes was the same thing: pay a System fee, push a button, and smell Mountain Breeze Fresh.

Hmm. They would probably need to build baths somehow. Washing in a pond would work for now, but a hot, relaxing bath after a long day’s worth of work sounded nice.

<We have baths, Daddy.> Octoralis said.

“We do?”

<Small ones. Behind building. But they no have water or firewood.>

“Fixable things,” he said and stepped outside. Even if they did have baths, it wouldn’t be enough for the entire village, especially once he started releasing the trapped souls from the Fire Opal. It was just another item to add to the list.

Apart from the Cobalins playing their night games, there were others working around a dozen or so questionable-looking picnic tables, distributing leafy greens to woven bowls.

“Dhane!” Nick shouted, breaking away from his crowd of helpers. He was back in his traditional attire of a fashionable suit, his hair combed back, sharp facial hair, and gold stud earrings.

He had a big grin on his face. “Hey bud, perfect timing as always. I was thinking of sending someone to get you.”

“Hells, man,” Devron said from the first table where two Cobalins were giggling, decorating his head with a ring of flowers, “I told you to let him sleep.”

“I said, ‘thinking!’ Give me a break. I didn’t wake him up. He came out all by himself, so you don’t need to worry about anything. Anyway, I’ve got a substantial surprise for everyone.”

Dhane sighed. “You’re not going to sing, are you?”

“Ouch. Your barbs hurt me. But no spoilers! Come on, mister important. You get to sit at the head of the table.”

Nick wrapped an arm around Dhane’s shoulder and led him to a very wobbly looking . . . throne? It had a high backrest, armrests, and a good dozen different types of flowers tied to it in no specific order.

Dhane sat and Aditi hurried over, taking the seat to his left. She grinned at Tom, who was covered in sweat and breathing hard.

“Th-that’s not . . . fair,” he said.

Kevin took the next seat. “Bro, you snooze, you lose. Did you really think you’d win a race against her? Look at her! She’s like a fox, and you’re like . . . sooo not a fox.”

“Don’t be rude!” Aditi said.

“That wasn’t rude. I didn’t call him a hog or an elephant or . . .”

“Tom, please sit on the other side, yeah?”

“. . . a walrus,” Kevin said, “or a whale or a hippo or—”

“Be quiet, you! This is why you have no friends.”

“I’m his friend,” Silas said, sitting on the other side of Kevin, who smiled smugly. “Only because I like the feeling of torment in my soul.”

Kevin stopped smiling.

Knock sat on the chair to Dhane’s right, keeping an eye on the cemetery while twisting his hands together.

Nick stuck two fingers into his mouth and whistled. “Come around, everyone! Grab a seat!”

The Cobalins swarmed the tables. They grabbed nondescript log chairs, some sitting on the laps of friends or adopted family. Others were still out playing games; their laughter and shouts were an ambiance on the night’s air, giving the village a sense of carefree happiness.

“Nick,” Dhane said, “did you do all of this yourself?”

“Me? Ha! No. I had the idea, yet my green friends here did most of the heavy lifting. It’s your welcome home party. Surprise!”

“But I’ve only been gone for . . . two days?”

“Hey, a party is a party. Everyone deserves a party. If you don’t want to make it about you, make it about us. You saved our lives. That’s something to celebrate! So soak in the positive vibes.”

Silas grabbed a piece of cilantro by the stem. “Pal,” he said, shaking his head, “I’m not feeling these vibes you’re talking about.”

Dhane summoned a translation sphere for Nick. “How are you even talking to them?”

“The Cobalins?” Nick asked, taking the sphere and popping it into his mouth. “I’m a master at Charades. It’s one of the only things people like to play at the parties I go to. That, and trivia. I know some weird stuff.

“I’d say these little monsters and I have connected quite well. Language is only a barrier if you make it a barrier. Anyway, I’ve got a surprise I think you all will appreciate.”

He summoned his phone and withdrew a plate with an already cooked steak on it. “I only serve medium-rare, so that’s what you’re getting.”

Everyone perked up. The smell of it, of food that wasn’t plant-based—specifically, cilantro—drifted down the tables. “Don’t worry,” Nick said to everyone, “I have a whole lot more.”

He dropped the plate in front of Dhane and started making his way down the line. “Whoa, I understand you guys now. No, I’m not a silly butt. Why would you— It’s a suit, okay? It’s supposed to look like this. It’s fashionable, and the girls dig it.”

“Knock?” said a familiar voice.

Knock jumped out of his seat and wrapped his arms around Desley. “You be back! I never never leave you alone again.”

She laughed. “Where is here?”

“Dedu Tedu Novus! It be our new home.”

“You have armor?”

Knock beamed and hooked a thumb at his chest. “I be Master of Defense now! I do important job and keep you safe this time.

“Here, take my seat by Dhanie. You know he is King of Shadows now? You be hungry? Thirsty?”

“This is dope, guys,” Kevin said, picking up his steak. “No utensils, but Nick’s Meat is usually super expensive.”

Aditi rolled her eyes. “You’ah ruining the moment. Can’t you—”

A scream pierced the night.

Cobalins yelled and fled the cemetery. Luminescent petals of all colors drifted over the hedges, blinking out, one by one.

Dhane reacted immediately. He sprang out of his throne-like chair and sprinted toward the cemetery’s entrance, vibration lines squiggling to life, enveloping everything.

He stopped abruptly.

No. . . .

There, ahead of him, gasping for breath, hunched forward and holding one torn collar in her hand, was Challenger Sarah.

Her neck and jaw had ragged lacerations that glowed a silvery-white in the dark. The vibrant reds of her eyes seemed to burn, giving off their own light.

She tensed when their eyes met.

A swirl of crimson liquid formed into her phone.

Countless thoughts and emotions paraded through Dhane’s brain in the ticking fractions of a second. Octoralis helped him focus on the one and only thought that mattered . . .

<Stop her!>

Dhane triggered Shadow Shift.

After one second, he shot across the grass and bridge and rocks as a swirl of smoke. The moment he reappeared, he shoved the Veritai’s sacrificial knife into her chest.

It was the only way he could think to stop her at all, let alone fast enough to prevent her from sending a message . . . her location. A jolt of burning heat pulled from him to pay the price.

Challenger Sarah sucked in a short breath, eyes wide, tears on her cheeks. The anger melted away to fear, and she breathed out her last breath, skin and armor turning to stone.

Her phone cracked, the edges dissolving away to soul dust that wisped toward the glowing red blood crystal in the pommel of the knife.

Her petrified thumb, however, was pressed down on one terrible button: Send.

Oh . . . shit bacon.


Epilogue II


Honorable, majestic King Gigeneepa, captainoo of de Adamguard, smashed a tainted craboo that crawled too close, lured by de mana crystals he swore to protect.

Bad, wayward craboos—blinded by taint—no fear death. Returned to spawner for life again. Sad, regret, dismal cycle, no get better until surface kingoo would save them all.

Oath, promise, bondoo was made. King to kingoo, be strong, free together.

Stopoo! Tainted craboos, you no get past. Ioo save you, but first you dieee.

Fromoo behind, in great crystal room, a sound, sharp, hard. King Gigeneepa extended an eye down, looked inside.

The bigoo, bright, white diamondoo cracked! Little lines, fractured, split. Up and down de lines broke.

Nooo, no crumble. Stopoo!

Shards shattered, fragmented, broke apart. They tumbled, swirled, merged. Shimmering light too bright to see, to watch.

Moments passed. All returned still. No more diamondoo. Now . . .

Small, little man, naked, confused.


Epilogue III


Challenger Terry was very, very upset.


Afterword


Hey! Welcome to the end of this crazy story of quirky characters doing quirky things. The story is definitely heating up, and I’m excited to see where this adventure goes.

With that said, your input will help me make this series better. My ultimate goal is to craft something you love, so please take my survey.

https://dustin.link/a2

All of my books have a two-question survey that asks about what you liked and what you didn’t like. This information helps me decide what elements in my stories to focus on.

Also, have you heard about Challenger Sarah’s book? If you haven’t read it, this is the perfect time to read it before the third Arachnomancer book.

I know I’m terribly biased here, but I believe Sarah’s standalone novel is the best story I’ve ever written. It’s hilarious and exciting and tense. It hits all the emotions. I think you’ll love it!

Alright! Thank you so much for reading this odd book. I hope you had a lot of fun with it. A review would be amazing. Or tell a friend it’s the best book in the world (yes, you can lie).

Be safe out there!


Bookworm to Badass
A SILLY & SERIOUS LITRPG
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BLURB

Sarah snuffed it, expired, breathed her last breath—also known as died, if you need it spelled out—in the most unlikely of places . . .

At the library.

But do not fret! This is perfectly normal.

What is not normal, however, is the persistence of one’s soul after shuffling off this mortal coil.

To break the Cycle is strange and wrong and perverse. It goes against the very nature of existence: that which lives must eventually be recycled (responsibly).

Lucky or unlucky, Sarah finds herself Cycle-broken and very much alive, depending on how strict you wish to be with that definition.

This is heaven! A wondrous, magical place full of the fantastical. But no amount of reading about adventurers in far-off lands could prepare her for . . . this.

Turns out, heaven has a return policy better than Costco. And souls are terribly expensive. If she doesn’t win the forthcoming contests, she is to be flushed back to the Primordial Sea of Souls, back to the Cycle to eventually be reincarnated as whatever the RNG gods have in store for her. A slug, most likely.

Bookworm to Badass is a LitRPG story with a female lead. There are game mechanics, original character classes, skills, and loot. Join Sarah on her crazy and hilarious adventure into a new fantasy world where she learns to swear, kill cute monsters, and fight for her survival.

Get Bookworm to Badass

Or go to my site for all my books:

https://dustintigner.com/books/


Appendix I
VENOM COUNTERS


You are reading The Art of Venom Counters, recorded by Niveus and Altera, the Sisters of Death, and transcribed by Monemius, the Shikun of Patience.

. . .

[Niveus] The effective use of venom counters requires discipline and skill. If used appropriately, venom counters can contribute a great deal of damage to your enemies.

However, such skills take time to develop, and until they are properly used—

[Altera] You just suck.

[Niveus] You can’t write that. This is why we don’t have followers. You’re not professional! Monemius, can you remove that? Thank you.

Now . . . where was I? You made me lose my train of thought!

[Altera] You were talking about skill. But if you don’t remember, I can take over.

[Niveus] Oh, shush. I got it. Assassins are one of the most difficult classes to master. Nearly all of their attacks are close range, and they do not have the benefit of heavy armor or defensive skills.

A poorly trained assassin has a double negative effect. They deal less damage and take more damage than any other starting class. To offset this imbalance, the assassin must learn proper fighting techniques, strategy, and should master the use of venom counters or poison.

VENOM COUNTER BASICS

[Altera] I can do this one!

[Niveus] Yes, but I already have something prepared, and it’s short. This will all go a lot faster if you stop interrupting.

[Altera] Interrupting? This was my idea, and you’re doing everything yourself.

[Niveus] I am helping, Altera. You were going to do this months ago. If not for me, we wouldn’t even be this far. Don’t look at me like that, it’s true! But I’m sure we’ll find a section you can do later.

Now . . . yes, okay.

A venom counter is an applied effect that does immediate damage, then additional damage every 3 seconds for 9 seconds.

If a weapon normally does 5-10 damage, 1 venom counter will make that 6-11. Any subsequent attacks will renew the effect and stack the counter up to, typically, a maximum of 5 per venom type.

At 5 venom counters, the target will take 5 damage every 3 seconds. And any attack—until the venom counters expire—will deal 10-15 damage instead of 5-10.

There are many different types of venom counters, and they all work together: skills, items, weapons, traps, and venom sacs, to name a few.

This all leads into our next section.

APPLIED WEAPON EFFECTS

[Altera] This is my section.

[Niveus] No, I have—

[Altera] For God’s sake! I know the most about crafting, so this is my section. I’m sure you’ll edit it to pieces when I’m done anyway, so slither off!

Dear wonderful reader, given that venom counters typically have a 5-stack limit, reusing the same skills and weapons can present a difficult limitation to surmount.

That sounded professional, right?

[Niveus] It’s fine. Keep going. Monemius, you don’t have to write down everything. Only transcribe the content for the guide.

[Altera] The solution to this problem requires extra work and resources, but it introduces a lot of flexibility.

I am talking about crafted venom effects that can be applied and changed—in mid-combat, no less—to your weapons.

Specific mobs, listed below, will drop venom sacs. Some are harder to obtain than others. All venom sacs provide the same generic venom type, which is why crafting is necessary.

Venom sacs combined with specific herbs will yield a new venom type. Unfortunately, the effect is timed, and each venom sac has a limited number of uses.

The better the herb and venom sac quality, the more uses you will get out of it.

Like, duh.

Higher quality also contains useful affixes that may affect damage, duration, how long a counter can remain inactive, the maximum number of counters, and a lot of other things I’m sure we’ll get to eventually.

WEAPON ENCHANTMENTS

[Niveus] Weapon enchanting is a deep subject that we won’t be covering in this guide. Please see . . . what was that guide called?

[Altera] How would I know? I’ve never enchanted a weapon before.

[Niveus] Lot a good you are. But no matter, we’ll just edit this later to include the title. It’s a really good guide by Pruvidhis called {add title here, Monemius}.

In short, enchanting can reroll an item’s affix range of effect—such as the bonus to critical strike damage—or be used to create an affix.

Here are a few available affixes that are useful to assassins.

Venomous: A weapon with the Venomous affix will apply venom counters with each strike. The maximum number of active counters depends on the affix’s roll and can be enhanced.

Typically, however, Venomous has a low number of maximum venom counters. This allows a weapon to renew venom counters but not add much to the overall stack count.

Venom Limit: All venoms have a counter limit. This affix can either be a boon or a curse, increasing or decreasing the maximum venom counters of a specific type. Make sure you don’t forget to set the venom type.

Dual Venom: This affix allows the weapon to use two different venom counter types simultaneously. The combined effect helps deal more upfront damage and distribute counters across multiple venom types.

CRITICAL STRIKE DAMAGE

[Altera] (Silently stares at Niveus)

[Niveus] Yes, go ahead.

[Altera] Alright! When a venom counter is applied to a critical strike location—most notably the back—all damage, including damage over time effects, receives the critical strike damage modifier.

Can you imagine? You get 10 venom counters on some poor, weak follower of the Lion, and instead of taking 10 points of damage every 3 seconds, they take 20 or 30, based on your critical hit damage stat.

That’s so cool! And the same thing applies to skills like Venom Extract. If you pull venom counters out of a critical strike area, boom!

[Niveus] What happened to being professional?

[Altera] Professional is boring. . . .

SPECIAL VENOM COUNTERS

[Niveus] There are special types of venom counters that may be useful depending on the situation. The most notable and general of these special counters is the Reapply Counter.

Reapply Counter: This venom counter doesn’t deal any additional damage. The purpose of it is to extend the duration of the other counters.

The Reapply Counter resets all counters. Right before the ninth second, it reapplies itself, giving the assassin eighteen total seconds to maneuver the battlefield or extend the damage of all counters for 6 additional ticks.

Area Effect: For skills such as Rain of Blades, Venomous Spiders, and Den of Snakes, the goal is to afflict venom counters to multiple targets. Different skills go about this in different ways, so please refer to the skill’s description.

Linked: A linked venom counter doesn’t deal damage. It links two targets together, combines all venom counters, then splits the damage.

The main benefit is that renewing the counters on one target automatically renew the counters on the other. Some assassins will make themselves the second target and use special armor or venom resistance to outlast their opponent.

[Altera] Hey! You forgot to add that a linked venom counter deals damage based on where the link was made.

You can totally have a dozen venom counters in non-critical strike locations, then use a link to shift where the damage is applied, even to single targets, by linking the target to themself.

[Niveus] I didn’t forget. We’re just covering the basics, and that’s an advanced move. In any case, I think that’s a wrap for today.

[Altera] But . . . I didn’t cover the herbs or what mobs to kill for venom sacs. I said they were listed below, but then you jumped into enchantments.

[Niveus] I’m the perfectionist one. Don’t worry. We’ll edit it before anyone reads it. Besides, I have the biggest migraine. Being a snake gives me motion sickness.

[Altera] Monemius! Don’t record any of—

[End of Record]


Appendix II
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS


Turn back! This section is not meant to be read until you finish the book. I mean, who reads the appendices first? It’s like reading the comments on a TV episode and then complaining about spoilers. Well, good sir or miss, you have been warned.

1. WHAT HAPPENED TO ALL THE TOWN BUILDING?

Stories as unconventional as Arachnomancer aren’t preconceived. Sometimes, you just have to embrace the chaos of What if.

I spent a goodly chunk of time designing a base building system, then the damn guy wandered off. I’m like, “Hello! We have a village to build.”

I’m just as disappointed as you are. I had some neat plans, you see? But here’s the thing, there are hundreds of Cobalins in need of a good village. It’s a big problem, one that can’t be ignored.

I think Dhane just needed more allies to help him out. Let’s see what happens next!

2. WHAT DO YOU HAVE AGAINST KIDS?

Nothing! I swear. They are cute and funny and messy little crotch goblins.

A more academic author would likely choose a theme and center their story around it. I, on the other hand, write solely to entertain.

Now, that doesn’t mean themes don’t creep in on their own. These are entirely subconscious. They are the truths I’ve come to recognize and, in one way or another, manifest in my writing.

If I were to attribute a theme to the Cobalins and children, I would say it’s a universal truth that children should be protected and loved and given the support they need to thrive. That, and child abuse is a silent crime most people aren’t aware of.

The cabin was an accident!

3. YOU SAID THIS WASN’T A HAREM!

Muahaha, and you believed me? That’s a joke. It’s not a harem.

Harem is defined as a man with multiple wives, concubines, and female servants. In HaremLit, it’s used to develop multiple relationships that are not kept from the others.

In anime, however, simply having multiple female characters be interested and follow the protagonist is often considered a harem. Sword Art Online, for example.

The topic is heavily debated about what is and is not a harem. I play with multiple potential love interests for comedic effect but do not intend for it to become a harem.

Dhane may get stuck within a love triangle or, errr, a love pentagon . . . octagon? Decagon? There’s really no knowing. But he’s doing his darnedest to not woo more than one at the same time, on purpose.

First heaven problems.

4. WHAT HAPPENED TO THE KING OF LIGHT? WHY WASN’T HE AT THE ROYALS’ PARTY?

I don’t know, but that’s a good question.

5. I HATE SHIT BROWNIES! I HATE SHIT BACON!

I hear you and totally agree! What a stupid thing for someone to say. It’s clunky and unnatural and totally shouldn’t be put on a tee shirt.

But Dhane doesn’t care. . . .

Shit bacon was only used sixteen times and shit brownies even less, about four times. That’s a radical reduction of shit-somethings of 26% in a book that’s 50% longer.

I call that a good compromise.

Hells, man, at least we can all agree that there ain’t no better swear word than shit tuna. (Get out of my office, Devron!)


Appendix III
NEW SKILLS


New Skills [Arachnomancer]

¤ Spider Armor [Intelligence · Lvl. 1]

» Mana Reserve: 40

» Armor Points: X

» Duration: Until Canceled

·

» Call forth the spiders of the land to reinforce the arachnomancer with living armor. Spiders will merge with the caster and absorb damage. Unlike traditional armor, Spider Armor heals at a rate of 1 point [Skill Level] per 5 seconds.

·

» This skill can work as a powerful defense if given time to acquire enough spiders. Each spider represents 3 [2 + Skill Level] armor points and can handle 34 [10 + Skill Level + Intelligence] spiders for a total of X.

New Skills [Assassin]

¤ Serpent Blade [Intelligence · Lvl. 1]

» Materialize a dagger, short sword, or serpent sword to act as a temporary weapon. Any damage dealt with the blade applies 1 Venom Counter.

·

× Dagger

» Mana: 6 [5 + Skill Level]

» Damage: 4-7 [2-5 + 2 × Skill Level]

» Duration: 6 Seconds [5 + Skill Level]

·

× Short Sword

» Mana: 9 [8 + Skill Level]

» Damage: 8-12 [6-10 + 2 × Skill Level]

» Duration: 23 Seconds [20 + 3 × Skill Level]

·

× Serpent Sword

» Mana: 19 [18 + Skill Level]

» Damage: 11-16 [8-13 + 3 × Skill Level]

» Duration: 42 Seconds [38 + 4 × Skill Level]

·

» Each venom counter increases venom-based attack damage by 1 and deals 1 damage every 3 seconds for a total of 9 seconds. If the target is hit with another venom counter before the effect is removed, the timer is reset.

·

» Maximum of 5 active venom counters from Serpent Blade.

New Skills [General]

¤ Katsen Polymorph [Enchantment · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 40

» Duration: X minutes

» Target: Self

·

» Turn yourself into a black Katsen and explore a new world of what it’s like to be a mob, either fierce and fear-worthy or butt-lickingly cute.

·

» The polymorph lasts for X [Enchantment Level × Dexterity] minutes. The effect can be removed at will after 3 seconds of channeling or when damage is taken.

¤ Ringing Fire [Enchantment · Lvl. 1]

» Mana: 30

» Damage: X

» Duration: 15 Seconds

·

» Engulf your active weapon with fire energy that increases damage by X [Enchantment Level × 1/2 Strength]. Enemies have a 15% [15 × Enchantment Level] chance of taking ongoing fire damage of X [Enchantment Level × 1/3 Strength] every 3 seconds for 12 seconds.

¤ Scorching Radiance [Enchantment · Lvl. 3]

» Mana: 23

» Damage: X + 2 DoT, 0.5 sec tick, 3 sec

·

» Imbue your weapon with radiance and deal an additional X [Enchantment Level × 1/2 Intelligence] fire damage. When triggered on piercing weapons, deal an additional 2 Damage Over Time every 0.5 seconds for 3 seconds.

[End of Skills]


Appendix IV
CHARACTER SHEET


¤ Dhane [Arachnomancer, Assassin]

× Lvl. 13 · 1,453/18,200xp

·

« Stats

» Health: 100/100 (120/120)

» Armor: 0/122

» Mana: 125/125

» Stamina: 80/80

·

« Attributes [2 Points Unallocated]

» Strength: 8 (10)

» Dexterity: 12 (14)

» Intelligence: 23 (25)

» Vitality: 20

·

« Implicit Skills [Arachnomancer]

» Soul Spider

» Spider Rider

» Vibration Sight

» Attuned Hearing

» Arachling Language

» Spider Climb

·

« Implicit Skills [Assassin]

» Improved Agility

» Backstab

» Silent Step

» Shadow Fade

» Summon Mount

» Critical Sight

·

« Skills [Arachnomancer]

» Exploding Spider · Lvl. 3

» Venomous Spiders · Lvl. 1

» Modify Vibrations · Lvl. 1

» Web Wall · Lvl. 2

» Spider Armor · Lvl. 1

·

« Skills [Assassin]

» Venom Bite · Lvl. 1

» Venom Extract · Lvl. 1

» Shadow Shift · Lvl. 1

·

« Equipped

» Katsen Leather Armor [Rare · Lvl. 10 · 0/122ap]

» Lumanima Vvitablade [Epic · Lvl. 11 · 9-13]

» Stinging Metal [Rare · Lvl. 8 · 6-10]

» Ring of Rest [Epic · Lvl. 4]

» Ring of Health [Rare · Lvl. 7]

·

« Inventory [21/100 slots]

× 1 gold, 8 silver, 1 copper

·

» 1× Bone Mask

» 1× Silver Shirt

» 1× Jester Costume

» 1× Dueling Outfit

» 1× Dress

» 1× Stilettos

» 1× Masquerade Mask

·

» 1× Hide Request Paper

» 1× PK Guild Brochure

» 4× Gears

» 1× Ceratree City Arena Keys

» 1× Character Sheet

» 1× Sacrificial Knife & Blood Crystal

·

» 4× Piglet Seed

» 1× Ceraleaf [Expires 6d, 2h, 13m]

» 1× Pain Killer Pill

» 1× Healing Potion

·

« Village Inventory [86/100 slots]

·

× New Resources!

+ 54× Branch

+ 18× Log

+ 944× Plant Fiber

+ 86× Thatch (-430× Plant Fiber)

+ 242× Cobblestone

·

× Costs

- 28× Log (16× Table)

- 48× Log (192× Log Chairs)

- 1× Log (1× Throne Chair)

- 320× Plant Fiber (32× Woven Bowls)

- 240× Plant Fiber (16× Plant Fiber Backpacks)

·

× Resources [38 slots]

» 138× Branch (3 slots)

» 26× Log (3 slots)

» 20× Hardened Log (2 slots)

» 1,089× Plant Fiber (11 slots)

» 309× Thatch (4 slots)

» 991× Cobblestone (10 slots)

» 50× Stone (5 slots)

·

× Equipment [48 slots]

» 4× Shovel

» 4× Hoe

» 4× Sickle

» 4× Pitchfork

» 4× Thatching Rake

» 4× Hatchet

» 4× Felling Axe

» 4× Pickaxe

» 4× Chisel

» 4× Hammer

» 4× Stone Hammer

» 4× Fishing Rod

[End of Character Sheet]
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Email

author@dustintigner.com

Website

https://dustintigner.com

Newsletter

https://dustin.link/newsletter

Twitter

https://twitter.com/DustinTigner

Facebook

https://facebook.com/DustinTigner

BookBub

https://bookbub.com/profile/dustin-tigner

FACEBOOK GROUPS

I’m in most GameLit/LitRPG-related Facebook groups. The main ones I visit daily are listed below. You’re welcome to tag me in your posts.

GameLit Society

https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

LitRPG Books

https://facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

LitRPG Releases

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgreleases

LitRPG Forum

https://facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum

REDDIT

I’m an avid Reddit user, even if I almost never make posts. If you’re a Reddit fan, check out these great subreddits.

LitRPG

https://reddit.com/r/litrpg

Progression Fantasy

https://reddit.com/r/ProgressionFantasy


About the Author


Dustin Tigner graduated with a Bachelor of Science in Computer & Information Technology in 2011. The degree allowed for a broad focus on numerous topics, making him a unicorn: the rare industry expert that can program and design.

To this day, he has way too many gosh-darn interests, including writing—obviously—digital painting, programming, composing music, voice acting, and game design.

In 2003, he built a writing community and ran it for six years. In 2010, he published 7Strains: The Infectious, an Xbox 360 game. And in 2017, he coined the term GameLit to act as a more inclusive genre to LitRPG.

Dustin is a nerd at heart, collecting and trading knowledge like it’s a card game. He’s a Kickstarter super backer with over eighty board game pledges. He loves video games, board games, anime, and books.

TIME CAPSULE 9/2021

Playing a lot of StarCraft 2 Arcade—tower defense is my favorite game genre!; Halo Reach Firefight—got to get ready for Halo Infinite, woot!; and I finally pulled the trigger on Borderlands 3—Catch-A-Ride, to Heaven!

The last few anime shows I’ve enjoyed include To Your Eternity—best progression fantasy anime; Don’t Toy With Me, Miss Nagatoro—just hilarious and fun; and Castlevania—always awesome.

My TV show picks include Bridgerton—I loved Downton Abbey, and this was similar; Shadow and Bone—lots of fun visual creativity; Snowpiercer, the series—so much better than the movie if you want a good post-apocalyptic, class warfare show; and Sweet Tooth—odd, cute, and horrifying.

Reading Zero Car by Alex Knowles—racing plus GameLit cultivation; The Murderbot Diaries by Martha Wells—fun science fiction escapades told by an android; and A Natural History of Dragons by Marie Brennan—a masterpiece of world-building.

Listening to a lot of TheFatRat’s latest album, specifically Our Song and Hiding in the Blue. Tokyo Project’s Perfection has some fun violin music. And lots of Florian Bur’s A Story of FILIO album, notably Secret.
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